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ABSTRACT
A national concern exists surrounding the value and quality of American higher
education, as well as the extended time required to complete an undergraduate degree.
Extending the time-to-degree completion costs students in tuition, room, board, and most
importantly, missed career opportunities. More than 60% of students fail to graduate
within four years, delaying entry to the labor market and increasing costs associated with
a college degree (Bound, Lovenheim, & Turner, 2012; National Center for Education
Statistics, 2017).
Numerous studies highlight college student persistence and retention efforts
(Goodman, Hurwitz, & Smith, 2017; Hull-Blanks et al., 2005; Tinto, 1987, 2017), a few
examine time-to-degree completion (Bound et al., 2012; Cullinane, 2014; Kramer,
Holcomb, & Kelchen, 2017; Letkiewicz et al., 2014), and fewer consider the influence of
career services on time-to-degree completion (Sang, 2015). This non-experimental,
cross-sectional study examined the influence of using career services on time-to-degree
completion. A census sampling was used to survey 223 undergraduates who applied to
graduate from a four-year institution in the South during the Fall of 2018 and Spring of
2019 semesters. A researcher-created electronic instrument served as the data collection
tool. Study findings reveal differences in time-to-degree completion for participants who
used career services versus participants who did not. This study increases the knowledge
of the influence of career services on time to undergraduate degree completion. Future
time-to-degree completion research should consider a qualitative design and inclusion of
other institutions.
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CHAPTER I – INTRODUCTION
Without more graduates, our country [The United States] will face a shortage of
skilled workers and fewer low-income families will get the opportunity to lift
themselves out of poverty. (Gates, 2017, para.3)
Undergraduate enrollment in U.S. higher education increased by 30% between
2000 and 2015; however, Bachelor’s degree attainment rates increased by only seven
percent during the same time-period (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for
Education Statistics [NCES], 2017). The United States commits significant resources to
increasing access to higher education (Perna & Finney, 2014) with enrollments in 2015
reaching 17 million students: an increase from 13.2 million in 2000 (NCES, 2017).
However, increasing access to higher education has not increased completion rates as
college graduation rates remain low, with only 39% of students graduating within four
years and 59% of students graduating within six years (NCES, 2017). Extending time-todegree completion beyond 4 years increases the institution investment, tax payer
investment, and individual investment (Bound, Lovenheim, & Turner, 2012).
Extended time-to-degree completion causes concern for public policy makers,
institutions, and the public (Goodman, Hurwitz, & Smith, 2017; Kelchen, 2018;
Letkiewicz et al., 2014; Sang, 2015; Yue & Fu, 2017). However, little is known about
factors influencing time-to-degree completion. Further, institutional factors remain
unexamined while researchers continue to examine characteristics of students who delay
completion (Bound et al., 2012; Garibaldi, Giavazzi, Ichino, & Rettore, 2012; Goodman
et al., 2017; Letkiewicz et al., 2014). Research on the student characteristics influencing
persistence, completion, and time-to-degree remains important, however, research on
1

institutional factors impacting these areas could be essential in determining institutional
policy and accountability interventions leading to decreasing student’s time-to-degree
completion (Bound et al., 2012; Cullinane, 2014; Kelchen, 2018; Sang, 2015).
Calls for greater accountability in higher education persist due to shrinking state
budgets, increasing costs to pursue higher education, and questions surrounding the
quality and value of American higher education (Kelchen, 2018). Legislators seek
increased accountability efforts in higher education and increasingly support funding
models which reward institutions for completion over enrollment (Kelchen, 2018; Sang,
2015; State Higher Education Executive Officers Association, 2016). The heightened
attention to outcomes such as graduation rates combined with increased scrutiny by the
public and all levels of the government encourages colleges and universities to examine
strategies to encourage desired outcomes (Miller, 2016). Colleges and universities must
also decide who will be responsible for tracking those outcomes (Koc & Tsang, 2015).
University career services offices often land at the center of many schools’
proposed solutions for tracking outcomes (Koc & Tsang, 2015). Changes in the economy
and needs of employers position university career services centers as critical to student
completion and success in the workforce (Koc & Tsang, 2015). Colleges and universities
provide many sources of assistance for students, with the career services office positioned
to serve as the main source of assistance with degree and career planning. According to
the National Association of Colleges and Employers (NACE, 2016), “the primary
purpose of career services is to assist students and other designated clients in developing,
evaluating, and/or implementing career, education, employment, and entrepreneurial
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decisions and plans” (p. 5). The NACE recommends evaluation of career services’
contribution or impact on retention and degree completion.
Retention through degree completion remains vital as students who persist to
degree completion enjoy greater employment benefits than students who do not persist
(Baum, Kurose, & Ma, 2013; Tinto, 2004). While economic benefits do not drive all
students, 84.8% of incoming freshmen indicate a better job as the most prevalent reason
for attending college (Eagan et al., 2017). However, a college education links to
enhanced quality of life, increased likelihood of benefitting the surrounding community,
and an increased ability to maintain employment during economic recessions (Abel &
Dietz, 2015). Choosing to invest in education and training means choosing to invest in
one’s human capital (Becker, 1962, 1993). Minimal increases in education attainment
coupled with stagnant completion rates encourage the review of factors affecting time-todegree completion (Kelchen, 2018; Kramer et al., 2018; Perna & Finney, 2014; Tinto,
2017). Further, Bound et al. (2012) find a significant link between declines in
institutional resources and extending time to undergraduate degree completion.
Chapter I introduces the background of the research and the significance of
understanding the influence of participating in career services on time to undergraduate
degree completion. The next section introduces the background of the study, followed by
the statement of the problem, purpose of the research, research objectives, conceptual
framework explanation, study significance, limitations and delimitations, and definitions
of key terms for the study.
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Background
Schultz (1960) and Becker (1993), human capital theorists, contend education and
training are critical investments in human capital. Education, according to Schultz
(1960), “becomes a part of the person receiving it” (p. 571), but still considers education
as capital which “renders a productive service of value to the economy” (p. 571) thus the
birth of human capital as a field of study. Human capital, unlike other forms of capital,
cannot be physically traded or consumed and can increase in value (Shultz, 1960).
Becker (1993) professes “education and training are the most important investments in
human capital” (p. 17). Becker (1993) posits human capital investment as much different
from other forms of capital investment as the typical person investing in human capital is
more likely to mistakenly invest due to acting more impulsively than the average investor
in physical capital. However, with the media sensationalizing recent graduate
underemployment with headlines like “Welcome to the Well-Educated Barista Economy”
(Gaston, 2014) or “Fear of a College-Educated Barista” (Thompson, 2016), portraying
recent college graduates as underemployed or unemployed, living in their parents’
basements, and working in low-skilled jobs, many question the value of a college degree
(Abel & Dietz, 2015; Kelchen, 2018).
According to Abel and Dietz (2015), the Great Recession created an economy
which requires jobs and skills much different than those required prior to 2008. More
than any other time in the 21st century, recent college graduates have a better economic
standing regardless of the skills required for the job than workers with only a high school
diploma (Abel & Dietz, 2015; Koc & Tsang, 2015). Higher education institutions must
understand the impact of students’ participation in activities encouraging persistence to
4

degree completion to compete in a world of decreased college funding and increased
competition (Sang, 2015).
Contemporary higher education funding increasingly relies on tuition and fee
income to offset the cost of operating, which forces students to rely on federal loans and
grants to afford college. According to Ma, Pender, and Welch (2016), tuition revenue at
public four-year institutions increased by $3,000 per student while revenue from
government sources declined by $2,280 between the 2004-2005 and 2014-2015 academic
years. Morrison and Silverman (2012) note “Declining state and federal funding have
provided new impetus for colleges and universities to be interested in student retention”
(p. 62).
Funding methods for higher education have changed through the years. While the
federal government typically allocates support to higher education in the form of direct
aid to students through grants and loans, states typically fund higher education through
budget appropriations (Kelchen, 2018). State funding formulas are typically “based on a
combination of student enrollment, mission, and historical allocations as well as
comparisons to similar states or colleges in other states” (Kelchen, 2018, p. 81).
However, funding formulas like this do not reward performance, thus do little to
incentivize institutions’ interest in student retention and completion (Kelchen, 2018).
Performance funding is a form of accountability in which a portion of a college’s funding
ties to student outcomes (Dougherty, Natow, Pheatt, & Reddy, 2016; Kelchen, 2018).
Advocates of performance funding describe ways in which these funding models
stimulate improvements in student outcomes such as completion rate and time-to-degree
completion (Dougherty et al., 2016). Critics of performance funding highlight
5

unintended consequences such as restricted admissions of under-prepared students,
lowering academic standards, or narrowing the mission of the institution to focus on
incentivized areas (Dougherty & Natow, 2017). Nevertheless, at least 34 states have
adopted performance funding (Kelchen, 2018).
While funding methods through the years vary, the previous enrollment-based
models provided little incentive for timely completion of degrees or improved quality of
instruction (Miller, 2016). Further, performance-based models receive criticism due to
rewarding productivity without a concurrent focus on quality (Dougherty, Natow, Hare,
Jones, & Vega, 2011; Miller, 2016). Literature shows performance funding leads to
organizational changes designed to improve student outcomes such as changes in
institutional spending and adjustments to student services, including counseling, advising,
and job placement services (Dougherty & Natow, 2017; Dougherty & Reddy, 2013).
Traditionally offered through campus career services, these services inform and assist
students in their efforts to understand the relationship between success in college and
career goals (Hull-Blanks et al., 2005). Transitioning from education to the workforce is
critical to quality employment opportunities after college (Burning Glass, 2018). Career
services also provide information on paths to enter the labor market upon degree
completion, among other services (Dey & Cruzvergara, 2014).
Statement of the Problem
A bachelor’s degree, commonly referred to as a four-year degree, historically
requires four years to complete. However, undergraduate degree completion rates remain
low with only 39% of undergraduates graduating within 4 years and 59% graduating
within 6 years (NCES, 2017). Extending the time-to-degree completion costs students in
6

tuition, room, board, lost income, and most importantly missed career opportunities
(Kramer et al., 2017; Sang, 2015). The National Center for Education Statistics (2015)
estimates that remaining in school longer than four years costs families an average of
$21,728 in extra tuition and fees per additional year and average lost wages of $50,219
(National Association of Colleges and Employers, 2016).
Higher education institutions provide various types of support to students vital to
on-time (four-year) completion such as academic support, social support, financial
support, tutoring, first-year orientation courses, career exploration courses, and formal
career services (Dey & Cruzvergara, 2014; Sang, 2015). Student participation in career
services activities has a positive influence on student persistence to graduation
(Cullinane, 2014; Sang, 2015). However, Sang (2015) reports 86.8% of students who use
career services graduate, while only 38% of students who do not use career services
graduate (Sang, 2015).
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to determine the influence of participating in career
services and selected demographic characteristics on time-to-degree completion among
undergraduate students. Also, examining selected demographic characteristics of
participants allows for analysis of the factors influencing time-to-degree completion.
Improving the understanding of the influence of participating in career services on timeto-degree completion may allow higher education institutions to improve strategies
related to improving retention and completion rates; decreasing time to undergraduate
degree completion; and in establishing metrics used in new funding formulas.
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Research Objectives
Six research objectives guide this study. To determine the influence of
participating in career services on students’ time to complete an undergraduate degree,
this study examines the influence of using career services and selected factors. The
research objectives of this study are as follows:
RO1: Describe the participants of this study, including the selected demographics
of participants including gender, race, age, major, high school graduation
year, year entered college, cumulative GPA, primary campus of attendance,
transfer student status, and international student status.
RO2: Describe the selected demographic characteristics of participants who used
career services and participants who did not use career services.
RO3: Compare the demographic characteristics of participants who used career
services and participants who did not use career services.
RO4: Compare time to undergraduate degree completion of participants who
used career services and participants who did not use career services.
RO5: Describe the use of career services including: tools used, year of
first use, frequency of use, and method of use.
RO6: Determine the relationship between participants’ use of career
services tools and time to undergraduate degree completion.

8

Conceptual Underpinnings of the Study
The conceptual framework for this study illustrates the connectivity between
participant demographics, participation in college career services, and time to
undergraduate degree completion (see Figure 1). The conceptual framework proposes
time-to-degree completion as a variable influenced by participation in career services.
This study focuses on degree completion, specifically time-to-degree completion, which
requires retention of students. Therefore, retention theories guide the framework.
The first objective of this study is to determine the demographics of the
participants in the study by collecting data related to the student’s gender, race/ethnicity,
age, major, high school graduation year, year entered college, expected completion date,
cumulative GPA, primary campus of attendance, transfer student status, and international
student status. The second research objective seeks to describe the demographics of
participants who did and did not use career services. The third research objective
compares the demographics of participants who did and did not use career services to
determine differences or similarities between groups. The fourth research objective
compares students who used career services to those who did not with persistence to
graduation as measured by time-to-degree completion. The fifth research objective
describes the career services tools used by students, timing of career services use,
frequency of use, and method of use of students who persist to graduation. The final
research objective will determine the relationship between participants’ use of career
services and time-to-degree completion.
The conceptual framework for this study uses Tinto’s (1993) longitudinal model
of institutional departure design. Tinto’s (1993) model highlights the influence of student
9

characteristics upon college entry and institutional experiences on the decision to persist
to completion or depart from the institution. This study uses Tinto’s (1993) design to
examine the influence of demographics and participation in career services (institutional
experiences) on the time-to-degree completion. This study examines students who chose
to persist to completion.
Spady (1970) explains student retention by examining how academic potential,
congruence, grades, intellectual development, and friendship contribute to social
integration and thus persistence in his model of student dropout. Tinto (1975) builds on
Spady’s work with social integration theory by proposing a link between informal and
formal academic experiences and social integration. Tinto (2004) suggests improving
retention requires universities to provide easily accessible support services, such as career
services. The framework for the study focuses on events happening within the institution
and directly affecting student participation.
Tinto’s student retention theory (1987) finds students fail to persist to degree
completion for several reasons: goal and institutional commitment, interactions with staff
and faculty, individual characteristics, external obligations, and finances. These factors
mostly occur external to the institution, except for interactions with staff and faculty.
Interacting with staff and faculty takes many forms outside of the classroom; primarily in
social support programs. Programs range from advising and mentoring to counseling and
career services. However, Tinto (2012a) characterizes student support programs as
typically underused yet integral to student success. Colleges invest in programs to
support student success (Dey & Cruzvergara, 2014) just as students invest in the
development of their own capital (Becker, 1993).
10

Schultz (1960) proposes to “treat education as an investment in man and to treat
its consequences as a form of capital” (p. 571). Human capital theory (Becker, 1993;
Schultz, 1960) proposes education and training as the most important investments in
human capital. These investments allow investors to rise above manual work and poverty
through the growth of their own human capital (Schultz, 1960). For this to happen,
college students must persist to degree completion.

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework
Significance of Study
The relationship between career services and students on-time completion of a
bachelor’s degree remains unknown. Numerous studies on the influence of career
services on various factors of success exist, but scholars only recently began examining
the role of career services in enhancing retention (Sang, 2015). This study seeks to
expand research related to career services influence on students’ persistence to on-time
degree completion.
Students may benefit from understanding how career services resources can
impact time-to-degree completion while higher education institutions may benefit from
better understanding the impact of participating in career services on increasing a
11

students’ likelihood of graduating within four years. Parents of college students may
benefit by understanding the influence of participating in career services on time-todegree completion. Further, this study seeks to add to the literature related to persistence
and degree attainment.
Career services professionals may benefit from an improved understanding of
their impact on the time it takes students to graduate and modify strategies for improved
impacts. Results of this study may inform organizations such as the National Association
of Colleges and Employers (NACE) and the Student Affairs Administrators in Higher
Education (NASPA) to help shape policies and procedures related to the influence of
career services on time-to-degree completion in the future. Further, universities may
benefit from the results of this study by informing administration and faculty about the
ability of career services to impact students’ time-to-degree completion. Developing a
greater understanding of factors influencing time to undergraduate degree completion
may assist universities in increasing graduation rates as funding continues to decline and
pressures to increase accountability rise.
Delimitations
A delimitation is a factor of the study within the control of the researcher (Mauch
& Birch, 1993). This study has delimitations due to choices made by the researcher
related to study population, timeframe, and data collection instrument. This study seeks
to understand the impact of career services use on student time-to-degree completion at a
single four-year institution.
The population for this study only includes seniors who have applied for
graduation for the 2018-2019 academic year. Seniors who have applied for graduation
12

were selected because they have a reasonable expectation to graduate within the current
academic year, thus the data collected may be more accurate related to time-to-degree
completion as opposed to a senior who does not have an accurate timeline to graduation.
The timeframe for data collection spanned two weeks. The study could have a
greater impact if multiple universities in various locations were examined in a
longitudinal study for impact of career services on student decision making. Again, the
cost and time associated with a longitudinal design for this study lacks feasibility.
This study employed electronic surveys to collect data from graduating seniors,
which could have limited the number of responses. Self-selection bias occurs when
participants in the population are pre-dispositioned to participating in surveys (Lavrakas,
2008). Offering incentives to participants may have encouraged participation by those
not usually inclined to participate (Dillman, Smyth, & Christian, 2014).
Definition of Terms
Definitions of key terms used in time-to-degree completion research provide
clarity. The following terms and definitions guide this study.
1. Career Services – Center dedicated to helping students and other designated
clients develop knowledge related to careers and academic majors (NACE, 2016).
2. Educational Attainment – “Educational attainment refers to the highest level of
education completed (e.g., a high school diploma or equivalency certificate, an
associate's degree, a bachelor's degree, or a master's degree)” (NCES, 2017, para.
1).
3. Elapsed Time-to-degree Completion – “Calendar years from the initial enrollment
in a college to the time a degree is awarded” (Yue & Fu, 2017, p. 185).
13

4. On-time Degree Completion – Graduating within four years at a four-year degreegranting institution (Shapiro et al., 2016).
5. Persistence – “The desire and action of a student to stay within the system of
higher education from beginning year through degree completion” (Berger,
Ramirez, & Lyons, 2012, p. 12).
6. Retention – “The ability of an institution to retain a student from admission
through graduation” (Berger et al., 2012, p. 12).
7. Time-to-degree Completion – “The time between initial enrollment in a
postsecondary institution and graduation with a college degree” (Shapiro et al.,
2016, p. 3).
Summary
Education and training are vital in the development of human capital (Becker,
1993). The United States commits significant resources to increasing college enrollment
and these efforts have been successful as evidenced by an increase of nearly 13.2 million
students entering college since 2000 (NCES, 2017). However, with 59% of students
graduating within 6 years (NCES, 2017), attention to retention and on-time completion
increases. Changing funding formulas for state budget allocation and increasing media
attention create greater focus on college student retention and completion rates (Kelchen,
2018). Colleges and universities can positively affect the retention rate of students to
encourage completion (Bean, 1980; Seidman, 2005; Tinto, 2004).
This study examines the influence of student participation in career services on
time to undergraduate degree completion. The study is presented in the following
chapters. Chapter II provides a review of the relevant scholarly literature. Chapter III
14

provides the research methodology, data collection instrument and techniques, and data
analysis procedures. Chapter IV provides the analysis of collected data. Chapter V
presents the study conclusions, findings, and recommendations. A discussion follows on
suggestions for future research.
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CHAPTER II – LITERATURE REVIEW
This chapter provides a review of relevant literature supporting the conceptual
framework of the study. The review of literature includes an overview of factors
affecting persistence to graduation, time-to-degree completion, and career services. This
chapter includes a brief history of higher education and career services and how each
relates to student persistence to degree completion.
Higher education in the United States began in 1636 with the founding of Harvard
College (Geiger, 2014). During the early years, college students were a small, similar
group of privileged individuals with no intention to graduate as a college degree had little
importance. Berger et al. (2012) note, “The first 250 years of higher education focused
more on institutional survival than it did on student persistence and retention” (p. 16). In
the 1900s new institutions emerged increasing access to higher education. Increased
access to higher education led to the student population expanding to include individuals
from diverse backgrounds.
The expansion of higher education institutions in the 1900s led to a decrease in
the value of a high school diploma, thereby increasing the value of a college degree. The
increasing value of a college diploma encouraged student commitment to graduating as
students sought higher education as a path to a successful future. Students in the United
States continue to seek higher education as a vital step in gaining the necessary education
to compete in a complex global economy (Berger et al., 2012).
College graduates earn an average of $1 million more over their lifetime than high
school graduates and are less likely to be unemployed during a recession (Abel, Dietz, &
Su, 2015). Individuals unwilling to invest in themselves by pursuing a college degree
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may find low-skill, low-paying jobs or worse, no job (Seidman, 2012). The 7.2 million
jobs lost during the Great Recession of 2008 consisted mostly of jobs requiring a high
school diploma or less (Carnevale, Jayasundera, & Gulish, 2016). Conversely, 99% of
the 11.6 million jobs added since the Great Recession are held by people with at least
some college education (Carnevale et al., 2016). Researchers tout the benefits of higher
education and higher education’s role in human capital formation on economic growth
(Becker, 1962; Cappelli, 2015; Carnevale & Strohl, 2010; Letkiewicz et al., 2014; Moret,
2016; Schultz, 1960). However, the rising cost of attending college complicates students’
ability to afford college and complete a degree.
Average tuition and fees for public, in-state tuition increased from an average of
$2,942 in 1985 to $9,650 in 2016 (Ma, Pender, & Welch; 2016). Such increases
encourage college students to incur more debt or work more hours to offset the cost of
attending college which can negatively affect persistence and prolong time-to-degree
completion (Letkiewicz et al., 2014). Full-time students enrolled in 2002 that did not
graduate within six-years cost the nation $3.8 billion dollars (Schneider & Yin, 2011).
Mississippi students alone lost $24 million dollars in potential income due to failure to
complete college; equating to just under $5 million dollars in state and federal income
taxes (Schneider & Yin, 2011).
Time-to-degree completion factors into a student’s ability to manage expenses
associated with pursuing a degree; as well as the desire and ability to persist (Cullinane,
2014; Tinto, 2012b). The 1972 cohort of undergraduate students pursuing a degree in the
United States completed and graduated 53% of students within four years of finishing
high school (Bound et al., 2012). The 2009 cohort graduated only 39% of students within
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four years (NCES, 2017). Extending time-to-degree completion adds extra expenses onto
already increasing tuition and fees. Educators, policy makers, and the public continue to
search for ways to reduce the cost of higher education by reducing time-to-degree
completion while improving retention and persistence rates (Bound et al., 2012; Sang,
2015).
Persistence to Undergraduate Completion
The terms persistence and retention describe the same concept; however,
persistence denotes the student’s perspective and retention denotes the institution’s
perspective of a student’s continuation through college resulting in degree attainment.
Persistence is the desire and action of a student to stay within the system of higher
education from beginning year through degree completion (Berger et al., 2012).
Retention, however, is the ability of an institution to retain a student from admission
through graduation (Berger et al., 2012). Nevertheless, completing an undergraduate
degree remains a complex issue and varies for each individual student. Undergraduate
degree completion provides benefits for students and institutions while failing to
complete results in negative implications for students and institutions.
Benefits of College Degree Completion
The benefits of undergraduate degree completion range from social benefits to
financial benefits. Tinto (2004) notes people with a college education are more likely to
contribute to their communities, volunteer, commit fewer crimes, and participate in the
governance of the nation. Financially, those who enroll but do not graduate from college
earn, on average, 9% more than those who only finish high school (U.S. Census Bureau,
2017). However, those who enroll but do not graduate earn 67% less than those who
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complete a bachelor’s degree (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017). Enrolling in and graduating
from college impacts unemployment rates. The national average unemployment rate
equals 4% (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017). Those with some college but no degree
experience a higher unemployment rate of 4.4% while only 2.7% of those holding
bachelor’s degrees report unemployment. Table 1 highlights unemployment rates and
median weekly earnings by degree attainment.
Table 1
Unemployment Rates and Earnings by Educational Attainment, 2018
Educational Attainment

Unemployment Rate

Median Usual Weekly Earnings
($)
1,825
1,884
1,434
1,198
862

Doctoral Degree
Professional Degree
Master’s Degree
Bachelor’s Degree
Associate’s Degree

1.6%
1.5%
2.1%
2.2%
2.8%

Some College, No
Degree
High School Diploma
Less Than a High
School Diploma
Total

3.7%

802

4.1%
5.6%

730
553

3.2%

932

Note. Data from the U.S. Department of Labor, Current Population Survey (2018) retrieved from https://www.bls.gov/emp/chartunemployment-earnings-education.htm

Impacts of Non-Persistence of College Students
Enrollment without completion negatively impacts individual finances as well as
college revenue. Individuals who receive loans to finance their education and fail to
persist to degree completion may be unable to repay the loans and default (Schuh &
Gansemer-Topf, 2012). Institutions are not immune to financial impacts from low
completion rates, especially those with performance based funding. In performance
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based funding models, retention and completion rates impact fund allocation by the state
(Kelchen, 2018). Students who fail to complete a college degree decrease potential
tuition and fee revenue including bookstore, housing, and dining revenue for institutions
of higher education. Institutions may experience costs in the form of lost investment if
students who fail to persist receive institutional aid in the form of a discount on tuition or
money given directly to the student (Schuh & Gansemer-Topf, 2012). College degree
completion is vital from both the student persistence to completion and the institutional
retention perspectives (Schuh & Gansemer-Topf, 2012; Sang, 2015; Tinto, 2004).
College Student Persistence
Persistence is an individual’s ability and desire to persist to degree completion
While both persistence and retention lead to the same result of graduation, the term
persistence denotes motivation to complete (Tinto, 2017). Tinto (1975) argues high
commitment to the goal of persisting to degree completion may increase the decision to
persist instead of dropping out.
The first year of college continues as the most critical, thus the most studied timeperiod of a college student’s enrollment related to persistence. Students face
vulnerabilities in their first year of study often resulting in dropout. Approximately 28%
of first year students do not return to any college the following fall, highlighting the
importance of first year persistence (National Student Clearinghouse Research Center,
2018). A successful first year creates a foundation imperative to student success and
paves a path for eventual graduation (Reason, 2009). According to the National Student
Clearinghouse Research Center (2018), 30% of the 2015 freshmen cohort at four-year
public institutions did not return to the same institution in the fall of 2016. Furthermore,
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the highest dropout rates occur during the freshmen year with 20% of students failing to
return for the sophomore year (National Student Clearing House, 2018). Recent literature
focuses on the freshmen-to-sophomore persistence rates thus increasing the need for
research to identify variables influencing persistence beyond the first year (Nora & Crisp,
2012; Seidman, 2012).
While college is a time of exploration and personal development, many students
encounter difficulties precluding them from completing coursework, thus not persisting.
Factors affecting persistence include lost time with family, lost wages, crushing debt, and
opportunity costs (Becker, 1993; Tinto, 2017). Non-persisting students often leave
college prior to securing the necessary training and credentials to enter the workforce
thus potentially exposing them to higher unemployment rates, reduced financial security,
and even increased risk of health issues (Hagedorn, 2012).
External forces affect a student’s ability to persist to graduation (Seidman, 2012;
Bean, 1980), but researchers suggest commitment to education and career goals may be
the strongest connection to degree completion (Astin, 1984; Cuseo, 2005; Hull-Blanks et
al., 2005; Reardon, Lee, Clark, Folsom, 2015; Tinto, 1975, 2012b; Wyckoff, 1999).
Tinto (1975) concludes, “whether measured in terms of educational plans, educational
expectations, or career expectations, the higher the level of plans, the more likely is the
individual to remain in college” (p. 102). Tinto (2012) notes institutional rates of degree
completion have not grown significantly while enrollment of low-income students has
increased. Further, the gap in persistence and completion also increased (Tinto, 2012).
Understanding college student persistence benefits institutions as many states institute
funding changes rewarding retention to completion over enrollment.
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College Student Retention
The term retention denotes an institution’s ability to retain a student from
admission through graduation and includes the percentage of full-time college students
who return each fall (Berger et al., 2012; Tinto, 2017). Retention serves as a “key
indicator of institutional effectiveness” (Berger et al., 2012, p. 28) on most college
campuses in the United States. In the early 1990s retention surfaced as a factor of degree
completion as colleges realize students may attend more than one college in their quest
for a degree (Berger et al., 2012). Retention of students remains vital as the loss of
students prior to graduation affects the future economic status of the United States, the
future earnings of the student, and revenue to the institution and the community
(Letkiewicz et al., 2014; Morrison & Silverman, 2012; Sang, 2015; Seidman et al., 2012;
Baum, Kurose, & Ma, 2013; Tinto, 2004). Colleges and universities remain concerned
about retention as shifts in demographics and the economy continue to change the
landscape of higher education. The rising costs of higher education combined with
reduced funding from state and federal sources along with changes to funding models
require colleges and universities to examine the use of scarce resources (Kelchen, 2018).
Resources dedicated to recruiting new students shift to assist current students in degree
completion as evaluation methods change. New accountability measures across the
nation such as performance or outcomes based funding combined with increased scrutiny
from the public require colleges and universities to publish retention and graduation rates
(Berger et al., 2012).

22

History of College Student Retention Research
The first documented studies of student retention emerged in the 1930s as studies
of college student mortality. Student mortality is defined as the failure of a student to
remain in college until graduation (Berger et al., 2012). McNeely (1938) pioneered
college student mortality research as World War II ended and educational opportunities
expanded. McNeely’s (1938) work serves as seminal college retention research.
Retention research surfaces again in the 1960s as colleges experience rapid expansion
and dramatic enrollment increases due to federal efforts such as the GI Bill, the National
Defense Education Act of 1958, and the Higher Education Act of 1965, which
encouraged college attendance (Berger et al., 2012). University expansions promote
larger enrollments and more diverse student bodies. However not all students find
themselves equipped for the rigors of college, thus students may be less likely to persist
to completion (Berger et al., 2012). Panos and Astin (1968), Spady (1970), Tinto (1975),
and Astin (1975, 1984) hypothesize and explain student departure in early retention
research thus establishing college student retention as a stream of research (Berger et al.,
2012).
Factors Influencing College Student Retention
Astin (1975) highlights personal and environmental factors as imperative to a
college student’s retention and eventual success. The personal factors include academic
background, family background, and educational aspirations. The environmental factors
focus on residence, employment, and academic environment. Astin’s Theory of
Involvement (1984) contends involvement is key to college persistence. Involvement
remains the responsibility of both the student and the institution yet focuses on individual
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motivation. This theory attempts to explain college student persistence with overall
motivation as a consequence of where college students spend time. Astin (1984) notes
the importance of counselors and student personnel workers to student involvement and
commitment as they should frequently interact with students thus creating a way to
monitor performance.
Tinto (1975) places the responsibility for college student persistence on the
individual and notes departure as a result of individual attributes, skills, commitment, and
interaction with the college. Tinto (1987) notes the more integrated a student becomes
with the academic and social aspects of the institution, the more likely the student persists
to completion. Bean (1980) disagrees with Tinto (1975) and Spady (1970) and places
greater emphasis on the impact of environment and likens college dropout to turnover in
work organizations. Further, Seidman (2005) removes completion as the culminating
factor related to goals and notes a student may reach his or her academic or career goals
prior to graduation or even possibly not reach graduation goals, which depart from
Tinto’s findings (1975). Seidman (2005) and Tinto (1975) agree student motivation
serves as a factor in retention and persistence. However, Seidman (2005) is the first to
showcase the importance of early identification of a student’s likelihood to persist and the
potential impact on student retention.
Hull-Blanks et al. (2005) tie personal goals to college retention and completion,
specifically finding job-related goals as more likely to lead to positive persistence
decisions than unknown goals. Tinto’s (1993) model of student attrition highlights the
strong influence of students’ goals on decisions to remain in school. Multiple studies on
the impact of career development activities (courses, career services visits, internships,
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etc.) on college retention show positive response (Bean, 1980; Hull-Blanks, 2005; Spady;
1975; Tinto, 1975).
Organizations such as the American College Testing (ACT) and the American
Association of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU) partner to determine successful
college student retention strategies. A seminal study by Beal and Noel (1980) identify 20
formal interventions related to college student retention efforts at 947 institutions and
conclude a need for academic stimulation, involvement, and assistance looking towards
the future. More recently, Habley and McClanahan (2004) identify over one hundred
institutional retention interventions at 1,061 institutions. However, even with over 100
institutional interventions targeting retention to graduation, less than 46% of institutions
have an established goal for improved degree completion (Habley & McClanahan, 2004).
In its fourth national survey on successful strategies for student retention, ACT reports
the most applied retention efforts center on career development such as internships,
individual career counseling, and career exploration workshops (ACT, 2010).
Institutions currently make considerable efforts to increase retention to degree
completion, however these efforts do not reflect in student completion numbers (Sang,
2015).
Retention rates are a result of each college or university’s student characteristics
and environment (Astin, 1993). College and university accountability measures
increasingly use retention rates to gauge success of programs and initiatives (Berger et
al., 2012). Accrediting agencies, state governments, and popular media use retention
rates to judge the success of colleges and universities. Understanding retention rates and
factors leading to successful degree completion proves more crucial as parents, the
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public, and policymakers apply more scrutiny to higher education institutions (Berger et
al., 2012).
Higher Education Accountability
Higher education institutions face greater accountability pressures than in the past
as concerns regarding the value of higher education persist in the popular media, homes
around the country, private sector employers, governing bodies, and faculty and staff
within institutions. Kelchen (2018) identifies three main reasons for increased
accountability pressures: (a) the steady increase of the price of a college education; (b)
increases in costs to attend college outpacing increases in public funding; and (c)
concerns regarding the quality of higher education in America.
Tuition at four-year public colleges rose by 223% between the 1985-86 and 201516 academic years (Kelchen, 2018). As a result, 68% of college graduates in 2015
graduated with at least $30,000 in student loan debt (Cochrane & Cheng, 2016), up from
an average of $23,000 borrowed by 59% of graduates in 2007 (Reed, 2008). Increasing
numbers of borrowers combined with the increasing amount borrowed led to total student
loan debt almost tripling between 2005 and 2016 as student debt skyrocketed from $445
billion to $1.26 trillion (Scally & Lee, 2016). Undergraduate students hold 60% of the
overall student loan debt (Scally & Lee, 2016).
While tuition continues to increase, public funding for higher education remains
on the decline (Kelchen, 2018). Carlson (2016) notes a 43% increase in college
enrollment between 1990 and 2015 but only an 8% increase in state and local support for
higher education. The percentage of state budgets in 2015 allocated to higher education
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declined to its lowest level since 1990 (Carlson, 2016). Further, as funding declines,
expectations of higher education in America continue to increase.
Americans increasingly question the value and quality of education (Kelchen,
2018). Bok (2006) argues college standards are low and colleges do a poor job of
teaching the academic core. Arum and Roksa (2011) continue the argument citing that
during their first two years of college, 45% of students do not see substantial gains in
writing and reasoning skills as measured by the Collegiate Learning Assessment.
According to the National Institute for Learning Outcomes Assessment (n.d.), the
Collegiate Learning Assessment is a “test of reasoning and communication skills at the
institutional level to determine how the institution as a whole contributes to student
development” (pg. 5). College students improved scores on the Collegiate Learning
Assessment by only seven percent between freshman entrance and the end of their
sophomore year (Arum & Roksa, 2011). This insignificant change in critical thinking,
complex reasoning, and writing by students’ sophomore year gained national attention.
However, Benjamin (2013) challenges this by using results from the Collegiate Learning
Assessment given during students’ senior year to highlight “the average total scores seen
across College Learning Assessment institutions show that these schools are, on average,
graduating seniors with critical-thinking and written-communication skills—both across
school types, as well as within the group as a whole” (p. 5). These types of concerns,
validated or not, encourage further accountability discussions both within institutions and
by the public. Institutions operate with several types of accountability: federal, state,
external accrediting bodies, private-sector, and institutional (Kelchen, 2018).
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Federal Higher Education Accountability
Federal accountability policies mostly center on funding and stem from the
Higher Education Act. Since its initial passing in 1965 to provide federal grants based on
financial need, the Higher Education Act has expanded to include metrics that institutions
must submit to remain eligible for federal funds. Also, the Department of Education and
Congress require colleges to report other factors such as graduation rates for Pell Grant
recipients, student voter registration, and job placement upon degree completion. Federal
policies require colleges to disclose various performance metrics to receive federal
student aid dollars. These metrics include reporting on student loan default rates,
employment, and others (Kelchen, 2018). While not an exhaustive summary, the policies
highlight ways in which colleges are held accountable for outcomes.
State Higher Education Accountability
While the federal government provides approximately half of the $150 billion in
college student aid, states provide the other half of higher education funding. States set
their own funding policies and have control over college accountability. States influence
higher education accountability through legislation and appropriations as well as through
whether higher education governing bodies are centralized. Also, states have
increasingly looked to new methods of accountability surrounding performance metrics
such as performance reporting, performance budgeting, and the increasingly popular
outcomes based funding models (Kelchen, 2018).
Kelchen (2018) reports “performance reporting systems require colleges to
publish detailed information about their outcomes and finances without tying any state
funds to the results” (p. 82). This method of accountability began in the early 1990s and
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gained popularity in the early 2000s with 46 states using the system (Kelchen, 2018).
States using these systems require posting specific performance reporting metrics on
institution websites.
Performance budgeting is a form of accountability in which an institution’s
funding can be linked to outcomes, but funding is not required to be linked directly to
outcomes. This method is not popular and increasingly ignored as states move to
outcomes based funding models (Kelchen, 2018). Outcomes based funding is a funding
system in which state appropriations are tied, at least in part, to a college’s outcomes in
pre-determined areas. While this funding system is popular among state leaders, little
research suggests success of the system (Kelchen, 2018). Many states embraced
outcomes based funding systems only to abandon them later. However, new performance
based funding systems—encouraged by governors, foundations, and consultants—show
promise as several studies reflect that systems impact how colleges budget, interact with
students, and strategize for improved success (Dougherty et al., 2016; Dougherty &
Reddy, 2016, Zumeta & Li, 2016). While performance funding impacts how colleges
budget and operate, studies show no impact or a slight negative impact on graduation
rates (Hilman, Tandberg, & Fryar, 2015). However, Rutherford and Rabovsky (2014)
find a small, positive impact for new performance based funding models on graduation
rates.
Accreditation-based Accountability
Accreditation programs, while optional in theory, are essential for institutions as
accreditation is required for earned credits to transfer and to receive federal funds.
Accreditation agencies are regional, national, or even faith-based with regional
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accreditation preferred (Kelchen, 2018). Regional accreditors voluntarily set minimum
standards for student learning while some also monitor graduation rates, loan default and
loan repayments. If these rates drop below a specified threshold, the institution would be
subject to additional oversight (Kelchen, 2018).
Private-sector Accountability
Private-sector college funding accountability manifests as an institution’s
reputation, through influential donors, alumni advocacy, student college choice, college
rankings, and credit ratings. Also, business and industry continues to increase its
collective voice by hiring or not hiring graduates from certain colleges. These private
pressures require colleges to respond to various threats to reputation from sources that
include the media. These pressures are intense, diverse, and a concern for many colleges’
faculty and staff (Kelchen, 2018).
Institutional Accountability in Higher Education
Internal accountability measures hold presidents accountable for the institution’s
outcomes. Faculty and student governing bodies allow for shared governance while
providing an opportunity to balance external pressures. However, these forms of
accountability are voluntary. Voluntary accountability efforts can help institutions shape
future external accountability methods, but a 4-year graduation rate of 39% highlights the
need for a greater understanding of factors leading to on-time degree completion (NCES,
2017). However, little remains known about the factors affecting time to undergraduate
degree completion (Cullinane, 2014).
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Time-to-degree Completion
On-time undergraduate degree completion traditionally means graduating within
four years from a four-year institution (Shapiro, Dundar, Wakhungu, Yuan, Nathan, &
Hwang, 2016). The design of most bachelor’s degree programs in the United States allow
students to complete an undergraduate degree within four years (DesJardins, Kim, &
Rzonca, 2003). Institutions use time-to-degree completion to measure success with four
years as the desired time to complete an undergraduate degree; while up to six years is
still considered acceptable (Shapiro et al., 2016). Length of enrollment and time-todegree completion are important values as each additional semester of enrollment adds
costs to the student and increases the students’ likelihood of not persisting to completion
(Shapiro et al., 2016). However, time to undergraduate degree completion continues to
increase, causing concern among students, parents, institutions, and policymakers. Some
scholars argue policymakers should not be concerned with the individual decisions of
students (DeBrock, Hendricks, & Koenker, 1996). Others argue policymakers must pay
attention as access to higher education continues to increase, but graduation rates do not
(Garibaldi et al., 2012; Yue & Fu, 2017).
Time to undergraduate degree completion receives less attention in the literature
than persistence, retention, or completion (Adelman, 2006; DesJardins et al., 2003;
Cullinane, 2014). Time-to-degree completion is the time students take to complete
postsecondary requirements to earn a degree and is measured either by elapsed time or
enrolled terms/semesters in school (Garibaldi, Giavazzi, Ichino, & Rettore, 2012; Shapiro
et al., 2016; Yue & Fu, 2017). Elapsed time measures calendar years “from the initial
enrollment in a college to the time a degree is awarded” (Yue & Fu, 2017, p. 12).
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Enrolled term time measurement counts only terms students are enrolled in school and
excludes external variables (DesJardins et al., 2003; Yue & Fu, 2017).
Students are less likely to complete a degree the longer they remain enrolled as
they deplete financial resources and risk possible distraction (Complete College America,
2014). In some cases, however, extending time-to-degree completion may be positive as
fields such as engineering or health sciences may have higher credit hour requirements
with jobs leading directly to the labor market (Adelman, 2006). Nevertheless,
policymakers continue to ask how to increase graduation rates for the most students, at
the lowest cost, and with minimum financial waste (Cullinane, 2014). According to
Bound et al. (2012), Cullinane (2014), and Sang (2015) the research related to factors
affecting time to undergraduate degree completion remains deficient. The past three
decades show increases in average time-to-degree completion from 4.34 years in 1972 to
4.83 years in 2004 (Kramer, Holcomb, & Kelchen, 2017). Expanding time-to-degree
completion compounds the investment required for college as tuition and opportunity
costs to remain in school rise (Kramer, Holcomb, & Kelchen, 2017). Previous research
provides insight into the factors affecting time-to-degree completion.
Student Factors Impacting Time-to-degree Completion
Demographic factors may affect time-to-degree completion. Such factors include:
age, gender, race, high school GPA, rank in high school class, ACT composite score,
college overall GPA, first generation student status, employment while in college, and
nationality (Astin & Oseguera, 2005; Cullinane, 2014; Sang, 2015; Yue & Fu, 2017).
Additionally, double-majoring, transferring to a new institution, and changing majors can

32

negatively impact time-to-degree completion (Hilmer, 1999; Lam, 1999; Pitter, LeMon,
& Lanham, 1996).
Demographics such as age, gender, and race influence completion rates (Sang,
2015; Yue & Fu, 2017). Older students who delay postsecondary education pursuits may
struggle academically with higher work and family demands as well as eroded academic
skills (Cullinane, 2014). Older students typically exhibit stronger goal commitment but
age does not translate into faster time to undergraduate degree completion as older
students schedule classes around existing and heightened external commitments
(Cullinane, 2014). High school performance can impact time-to-degree completion as
proper preparation for college can shorten degree completion time by ensuring students
do not need developmental education courses (Cullinane, 2014; Yue & Fu, 2017). Bound
et al. (2012) finds on-time undergraduate degree completion correlates to high school and
college grades.
Institutional Factors Impacting Time-to-degree Completion
While student factors are critical to successfully pursuing a degree, institutional
factors may influence time-to-degree completion as much or more (Bound et al., 2012;
Cullinane, 2014). Institutions influence time-to-degree completion directly through
increasing credit hour requirements (Cullinane, 2014). However, Bound et al. (2012)
find no evidence to support greater credit accumulation as a factor in extended time-todegree completion.
Indirectly, institutions influence time-to-degree completion through resource
allocation. Bound et al. (2012) also find “resource reductions occur when increases in
student demand are not accompanied by proportional increases in public funding” (p.
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386). Bound et al. (2012) provides evidence of declines in personal and institutional
resources as a factor in extended time-to-degree completion. Increases in student demand
for college can produce issues accessing needed courses, high student to faculty ratios,
and reduced access to support services such as career services. Bound et al. (2012) finds
50% of students who extend time to undergraduate degree completion cite a lack of
availability of required courses as a factor. A decline in institutional resources may be a
factor in reduced course offerings as states experience reduced funds available for higher
education under new funding models. Insufficient resources negatively influence timeto-degree completion when courses are unavailable, advising is poor, or large class sizes
are common (Bound et al., 2012). Reduced institutional resources also impact student
services departments. According to Koc and Tsang (2015), career services departments
across the country experienced budget reductions of 22 to 42% during the 2007 to 2014time period.
University Career Services
University career services assist students in developing, evaluating, and
implementing plans related to career, education, and employment post-graduation
(NACE, 2013). The mission of career services strategically positions the function to
impact persistence and retention (Lau, 2003; Sang, 2015). The National Association of
Colleges and Employers (NACE) outlines professional standards for career services
(2016) stating the need to assess “career services’ contribution to or impact on retention
and degree completion” (p. 32).
Hull-Blanks et al. (2005) cites career services’ role in helping students understand
the relationship between college success and career goals. The researchers state the
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importance of career services professionals assisting students in connecting interests to
careers and to events on campus to identify available careers post-graduation. HullBlanks et al. (2005) also notes the need for additional research to explore the relationship
between academic persistence and career goals as well as the impact of career
development assistance from entities like career services. Scarce research exists on the
influence of career services on persistence and time to undergraduate degree completion
(Cullinane, 2014; Sang, 2015).
Career services professionals work to build relationships to connect students to
external opportunities (Dey & Cruzvergara, 2014). While services vary by institution,
most understand career services as a place where students can obtain assistance to enter
the labor market upon degree completion. Career centers provide various services,
including career counseling, advising, workshops, internship opportunities, and
networking opportunities with potential employers and other professionals. Although,
historically, university career centers began as vocational guidance centers (Dey &
Cruzvergara, 2014).
History of Career Services
University career services centers began off campus as vocational guidance
centers for immigrants settling in the United States (Dey & Cruzvergara, 2014; Vinson et
al., 2011). Over time, these centers moved from communities to college and university
campuses in an attempt to assist war veterans, returning to college on the GI Bill, in
finding jobs. As economic conditions shift, career services centers shift activities and
offerings. Dey and Cruzvergara (2014) conclude this paradigm shift happens every 20
years in the evolution of career services in higher education.
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Dey and Cruzvergara identify the 1900-1920 time-frame as the beginning of
career services, which Vinson et al. (2011) support. Career services began as vocational
guidance for immigrants and transformed into vocational guidance for graduating
teachers following the post-World War I Baby Boom in the 1920s and 1930s. The
paradigm shifted in the 1940s and 1950s, once again following a war, as a flourishing
economy created a greater demand for college graduates and the need to place GI Bill
graduates into the workforce. Job placement efforts continued into the late 1960s until a
new paradigm in higher education shifted focus to career counseling. In the 1970s and
1980s, a slowing economy forced students to take ownership of their future careers
allowing career services to adopt a counseling role with less emphasis on job placement.
The 1990s and 2000s experienced a technology boom which increased
competition for college graduates and placed attention on career services as a player in
job placement through increased emphasis on employer relations and networking. A
reduction in funds from universities encourages corporate partnerships with career
services centers to leverage funds. Moving into the current paradigm, a lagging economy
increases pressure for students to obtain employment post-graduation. However, this
pressure also positions career services centers with a greater role on many campuses; thus
increasing center budgets, in some cases.
A stronger need exists to connect students to communities while career centers
maintain existing services (Dey & Cruzvergara, 2014). Burning Glass Technologies and
Strada Institute for the Future of Work (2018) state “institutions should do more to
introduce students to and demystify career services offices” (p. 31). Introducing students
early and often to career services may assist students in their efforts towards finding a
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career, but it could also assist institutional efforts to determine first destinations upon
graduation (Burning Glass Technologies and Strada Institute for the Future of Work,
2018; NACE, 2016).
Contemporary Career Services Centers
Contemporary career services centers offer a myriad of resources to students and
alumni and differs from university to university. Most services include interest
inventories, pamphlets, web sites, training materials, job search assistance, and resume
writing services (Vinson, Reardon, & Bertoch, 2011). More importantly, career services
centers serve as the primary contact for employers interested in hiring college’s graduates
(McGrath, 2002). Today, career services offices typically reside in high-traffic areas on
college campuses. Representatives visit and interact with many freshmen students in
classrooms, often through orientation courses to ensure an introduction to an array of
services. Career services offerings increase in importance as more students enter college
undecided on a major. Over half of students who declare a major decide to change it at
least once in their academic career (Tinto, 1993). Career services works to assist students
in their search for a major through services like career assessments or experiential
learning opportunities such as cooperative education and internship programs to begin
working in a specific field (NACE, 2016).
Cooperative education and internship programs allow students the opportunity to
view the daily activities in a specific career they may choose upon graduation (Cochran,
2016). Cooperative education programs allow faculty members or career services staff to
supervise students while they work and attend classes over time. Internships, however,
typically cover a fixed period. Each program allows students the opportunity to apply
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learning, discover more about the field of study, and allows potential employers to
evaluate the student to determine the possibility of a job offer upon graduation (Cochran,
2016).
Students who are not ready for experiential learning may find other career
services resources, such as self-assessments, job listings, or resume writing assistance
valuable. Contemporary career services center counselors increasingly use computer
software and technology to assist in student self-assessment as well as career-related
research (McGrath, 2002; Venable, 2010). Further development of online career services
to enable institutions to provide traditional career services in an online format is
encouraged as online courses become more popular (Venable, 2010).
As enrollments in distance or online learning courses rise, many students never
attend an in-person class from the college or university from which they graduate
(Venable, 2010). Online access to career services proves beneficial to both on campus
and distance learning students as well as alumni by increasing access to career services
tools. Online access expands a career center’s ability to assist students 24 hours a day
and seven days a week; as students seek information to assist in decision making related
to their course of study and careers. Student services centers remain the natural place on
campus for students to find assistance navigating college and post-graduation life (Koc &
Tsang, 2015; Sang, 2015; Tinto, 2012). However, many administrators, faculty, and
students remain unfamiliar with the extensive services offered through career services.
Student Use of Career Services
Students do not consistently use career services (Fouad, Ghosh, Chang,
Figueiredo, & Bachhuber, 2016). Although, career services centers can be a valuable
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resource in assisting students in the process of career development and transitioning from
college to career (Sang, 2015). Research suggests positive student success outcomes
when students use career services (Dykes-Anderson, 2013; Hollister, 2012). In a study of
1,000 undergraduate students, Sang (2015) finds 87% of students who use career services
graduate.
Tinto (1987, 2004) finds student uncertainty about career path has a negative
impact on retention and persistence, further highlighting the need for greater career
development efforts by institutions. Career development programs, often offered by
career services, can have a positive impact on students’ academic achievement (Mcdow
& Zabrucky, 2015). Further, Evans and Burck’s (1992) meta-analysis draws on 67
studies to examine the relationship between career development and academic
achievement. Evans and Burck (1992) report a small positive effect on academic
achievement and conclude a greater effect in relation to certain subjects (math and
English) for young people with average ability level and for those who experience career
development at a younger age. In addition, they find career development more effective
if the program extends into a second year of operation with the same students.
Student participation in formal career development efforts such as career
counseling, workshops, career exploration and various assessments increases the
likelihood of persisting to completion (Sang, 2015). While recent graduates indicate they
are more likely to use career services than graduates in previous decades, only 61% of
students who graduated between 2010 and 2016 visited career services at least one time
prior to graduating college (Gallup-Perdue Index, 2016).
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Career Services Influence on Persistence to Degree Completion
Colleges provide various types of support to students vital to persisting to on-time
completion such as academic support, social support, financial support, tutoring, firstyear orientation courses, career exploration courses, and formal career services. Research
shows participation in career services activities has a positive influence on undergraduate
student persistence to graduation. In fact, Sang (2015) reports 86.8% of students who use
career services graduate, while only 38% who do not use career services graduate.
Timing of the use of career services remains important as effective support must occur
prior to a student struggling, which can undermine motivation to persist, thus negatively
impacting retention rates (Tinto, 2017).
Literature examining other interventions in career guidance, such as career
development courses can be contradictory, but can improve understanding of the factors
influencing time-to-degree completion. Many institutions offer career development
courses as an intervention, yet the influence on student retention and completion remains
unknown. Hansen, Jackson, and Pedersen (2017) find career courses to have no
significant impact on retention to graduation within 6 years which echoes Folsom and
Reardon (2003) and Reardon et al.’s (2011) findings. However, Hansen et al. (2017)
show career development courses have a positive impact on short-term career decisionmaking. Long-term impacts on variables such as retention and graduation influence
remain unknown (Hansen et al., 2017).
Many career services professionals track students’ first destinations after college
completion through surveys provided by NACE. The NACE performs an annual FirstDestination Survey in which data are collected from graduates of approximately 375 four40

year institutions within six months of graduating to determine how college graduates are
doing in their careers (Koc, Kahn, Koncz, Salvadge, & Longenberger, 2018). Data from
these surveys inform colleges of the employment status of graduates and their income
(Koc, Kahn, Koncz, Salvadge, & Longenberger, 2018). However, the overall influence
of using career services while enrolled is not considered. Career services centers are the
natural place on campus for students to find assistance navigating college and postgraduation life (Koc & Tsang, 2015; Sang, 2015; Tinto, 2012), however many
administrators, faculty, and students remain unfamiliar with the extensive services
offered.
Summary
Students in the United States have seen significant increases in access to higher
education and the increase reflects in the number of students enrolled in college which
increased by 30% in 15 years (NCES, 2017). However, increasing access has not
translated to increasing completions with only a seven percent increase in degree
attainment during the same period. To further complicate the issue, students are taking
longer to graduate with only 39% completing within 4 years. Further, more than 40% of
students do not complete a four-year degree within six years. Extending time to
undergraduate degree completion is a concern for institutions, students, the public, and
public policy makers (Goodman, Hurwitz, & Smith; Kelchen, 2018; Letkiewicz et al.,
2014; Yue & Fu, 2017).
While many are concerned with the lengthening of time to complete, others are
calling for greater accountability in higher education due to shrinking budgets, increasing
costs, and decreased perceptions of quality (Kelchen, 2018). Increasing accountability in
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higher education typically means a change in state funding models with a shift toward
performance based models and away from enrollment based models. However, these
changes result in increased tracking of outcomes which is traditionally the responsibility
of the career services offices on college campuses.
Career services centers typically provide information about the labor market and
career counseling to students and work to provide a path from education into the
workforce. However, students do not capitalize on these services and many never use
them at all. The human capital theory and student retention theory create a foundation for
a conceptual model highlighting the influence of student participation in career services
on time to undergraduate degree completion. The opportunity to expand the current base
of research exists due to shrinking state educational budgets, increasing time-to-degree
completion, and enhanced speculation on the value of a college degree. Allocations for
education are shrinking, shifting the burden for paying for college from the state to the
student. Students are taking longer to complete their undergraduate degrees while many
are questioning the value of a college degree (Kelchen, 2018).
Chapter II outlines relevant scholarly research related to time-to-degree
completion, student retention, and career services. While an abundance of literature on
retention exists, literature examining time-to-degree completion or the influence of career
services on time-to-degree completion remains scarce. Chapter III examines the research
design and methodology, data collection plan, and data analysis.
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CHAPTER III – RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY
This study examines the influence of career services on time-to-degree
completion among undergraduate college students. Low graduation rates and extended
time-to-degree completion negatively impact student success, the university, and the
workforce (Cullinane, 2014; Kelchen, 2018, Sang, 2015). Funding for higher education
in some states depends upon graduation and completion rates (Kelchen, 2018). Low
graduation rates and extended time-to-degree completion could mean less funding from
state legislatures (Kelchen, 2018). This chapter presents the methodology for the study
through research objectives, research and methodology design, population and sample,
instrumentation, data collection and analysis procedures, and threats to study validity.
Research Objectives
Previous time-to-degree completion studies use archival data and produce
inconclusive results regarding the relationship between career services, demographics,
and time-to-degree completion (Cullinane, 2014; Sang, 2015). This study examined each
variable individually to assess their influence on time-to-degree completion. The
research objectives below support the primary goal of this research:
RO1: Describe the participants of this study, including the selected demographics
of participants including gender, race, age, major, high school graduation
year, year entered college, cumulative GPA, primary campus of attendance,
transfer student status, and international student status.
RO2: Describe the selected demographic characteristics of participants who used
career services and participants who did not use career services.
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RO3: Compare the demographic characteristics of participants who used career
services and participants who did not use career services.
RO4: Compare time to undergraduate degree completion of participants who
used career services and participants who did not use career services.
RO5: Describe the use of career services including: tools used, year of
first use, frequency of use, and method of use.
RO6: Determine the relationship between participants’ use of career
services tools and time to undergraduate degree completion.

Research Design and Methodology
A non-experimental, cross-sectional, descriptive research design investigated six
research objectives associated with time-to-degree completion. Non-experimental design
applies when variables are studied yet not manipulated by the researcher (Belli, 2009).
Fink (2003a) describes a cross-sectional study as one in which specific phenomena occur
at a single point in time. Swanson and Holton (2009) identify descriptive research as
appropriate to provide data for investigation into areas with limited research, such as the
influence of career services on time-to-degree completion. Descriptive research observes
and gathers information about phenomena that already exist (Fink, 2003a; Warner, 2008).
Descriptive, cross-sectional research describes the characteristics of groups at a fixed
point in time (Fink, 2003a). Additionally, a cross-sectional study allows for the
investigation of numerous variables concurrently while focusing on the characteristics of
a specified population (Fink, 2003; Shadish et al., 2002).
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Population
Phillips et al. (2013) identify the population of a study as the group the researcher
is studying. Undergraduate students at The University of Southern Mississippi (USM)
who have applied to graduate during the Fall of 2018 or Spring of 2019 semesters served
as the population for this study. Undergraduate students from USM were selected for
several reasons. First, USM graduates approximately 2,400 undergraduate students per
year from various states, all 82 counties in Mississippi, and 72 countries which allowed
for a large and diverse sample. During the 2016-2017 academic year, USM conferred
2,380 undergraduate degrees; a decrease from 2,473 degrees in 2015-2016 (USM Office
of Institutional Research, 2018). Second, USM is the 3rd largest university in the state of
Mississippi and consistently experiences the lowest percentage of degree completers.
The six-year graduation rate at USM remains consistently the lowest of the three largest
universities in Mississippi (See Table 2) – Mississippi State University (MSU), the
University of Mississippi (UM), and the University of Southern Mississippi (USM).
USM maintains the third lowest six-year graduation rates of the eight universities in
Mississippi at 48.4% (Mississippi Institutions of Higher Learning, 2017). Last, freshman
enrollment at USM increased each year over the past three years and USM experienced
its largest freshman class in history as 2,115 first-time, full-time freshmen enrolled at
USM in the Fall of 2018 (USM News, 2018). This indicates a 35% increase from 2016
when freshman enrollment totaled 1,558. Increasing freshman enrollment does not
necessarily lead to increased degree completion. Therefore, understanding factors
influencing persistence to degree completion could have a significant impact on college
student persistence to graduation.
45

Table 2
Undergraduate Enrollment and Graduation Rates at Mississippi Four-year Institutions

Enrollment
Fall 2017
18,737

Fall
2006
59.9%

Cohort
Fall
Fall
2007
2008
59.3% 61.4%

MSU

18,312

57.6%

61.1%

60.4%

60.0%

59.9%

USM

11,815

49.5%

45.1%

48.4%

49.8%

44.7%

JSU

6,500

45.1%

38.5%

43.2%

39.7%

37.5%

DSU

3,041

37.0%

35.4%

43.2%

39.7%

37.5%

ASU

3,172

31.5%

34.2%

39.7%

33.8%

29.8%

MVSU

1,977

22.3%

26.0%

29.8%

22.3%

31.2%

MUW

2,577

39.4%

39.2%

41.0%

49.0%

47.4%

System

66,131

50.5%

50.2%

52.4%

52.1%

51.3%

Institution
UM

Fall
2009
61.1%

Fall
2010
59.8%

Note: Most recent data available. Adapted from “IHL System Profile”, by Mississippi Institutions of Higher Learning, Office of
Strategic Research, (2019). Total unduplicated headcount enrollment by level, p. 14 and IPEDS graduation rates, p. 27. Retrieved
from http://www.mississippi.edu/research/downloads/profile2018.pdf.

Sample
The researcher conducted a census of students at The University of Southern
Mississippi who applied to graduate during the Fall of 2018 or Spring of 2019 semesters.
The researcher received the student contact list through a public records request to The
University of Southern Mississippi’s Office of University Communications. The list
contained contact information for 789 students. Students who elected not to participate in
the directory were excluded from this list. Directory information includes information
not considered harmful or private such as name, address, dates of attendance, and
participation in sports in accordance with the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act
46

of 1974 (U.S. Department of Education, 2018). According to USM’s Office of the
Registrar (2018), students who elect exclusion from the Directory cannot be verified to
outside sources, therefore these students were excluded from this study. To calculate the
correct sample size, Raosoft’s Sample Size Calculator (2018) was used to establish a 95%
confidence level, 5% margin of error, and a 50% response distribution, yielding a
minimum sample size of 323 participants.
Protection of Human Subjects
Federal regulations require institutional review boards (IRB) on college and
university campuses to provide protection to human subjects against human rights
violations (Creswell, 2014). All research involving human subjects performed by faculty,
staff, or students of USM must obtain IRB approval prior to gathering data for research
(Office of Research Integrity, n.d.). The researcher submitted the proposed study
application to The University of Southern Mississippi (USM) Institutional Review Board
(IRB) and received approval prior to contact with the study population (See Appendix A).
The researcher ensured informed consent by requiring all participants acknowledge their
participation as voluntary and they understood that no risks were associated with
participation, and they could withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. The
first page of the survey instrument served as the consent to participate form (See
Appendix B). The pilot study began upon receipt of IRB approval.
Instrumentation
An instrument related to career services influence on time to undergraduate
degree completion was not available in the literature. To effectively collect the data
required to examine the influence of career services on time-to-degree completion, the
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researcher created a survey instrument tailored to the needs of this study. The researchercreated survey instrument (see Appendix B) was designed to determine student use of
career services, time-to-degree completion, and demographic characteristics identified in
the literature as related to undergraduate student retention and time-to-degree completion.
This section provides information regarding survey design; including a summary of the
survey instruments used to create the researcher-developed survey used in this research.
Survey Design
Previous studies regarding the influence of career services on time-to-degree
completion use archival data (Sang, 2015). A search for existing survey instruments
including questions regarding time-to-degree completion yielded no results. However,
instruments exist which encompass questions related to demographics, satisfaction
regarding career services, and tools used: The Student Affairs Administrators in Higher
Education (NASPA) Career and Professional Aspirations Benchmark Assessment and the
2018 National Association of Colleges and Employers (NACE) Student Survey (NACE,
n.d.; NASPA, n.d.). While these instruments collect salient data, deploying either survey
without significant changes and additions would likely have led to total survey error. The
NACE Student Survey is a robust survey including questions related to the attitudes,
behaviors, and outcomes of college students. This research adapted questions related
only to behaviors and demographics due to the scope of the research. Additionally, the
NASPA Career and Professional Aspirations Benchmark Assessment includes questions
related to the outcomes of using Career Services, sources of career advice and mentoring,
and perceived helpfulness of information and advice received. This research adapted
questions related to the use of career services offerings.
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According to Dillman, Smyth, and Christian (2014), survey design should
maximize data accuracy and reduce total survey error. Reducing total survey error
required creating a tailored instrument employing “careful survey planning, sample
selection, questionnaire design, implementation, and data analysis” (Dillman et al., 2014,
p. 9). Tailored survey design requires customizing the survey topic, sponsor, expected
participants, and question content (Dillman et al., 2014).
To determine the variables influencing time-to-degree completion, the researcher
created a survey tailored to the research objectives of this study. The researcher-created
instrument includes selected questions from two nationally-recognized instruments along
with researcher-developed questions. Selected questions originate from the Student
Affairs Administrators in Higher Education (NASPA) Career and Professional
Aspirations Benchmark Assessment and the 2018 National Association of Colleges and
Employers (NACE) Student Survey. Table 3 highlights the origin of each of the
questions in the researcher-created survey.
Table 3
Survey Question Instrument Origin
Survey of Origin

Question

NACE Student Survey

1, 2, 11

NASPA Career and Professional Aspirations Benchmark

5, 9, 10, 12, 13

Researcher Developed

3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 14, 15, 16

Note: Researcher-created survey located in Appendix B. Questions adapted from “The 2018 NACE Student Survey.” (n.d.). Retrieved
from http://www.naceweb.org/uploadedfiles/files/2018/publication/survey-instrument/nace-survey-instrument-2018-studentsurvey.pdf and “The NASPA Consortium Career and Professional Aspirations Benchmark.” (n.d.). Retrieved from
https://baseline.campuslabs.com/p/Project.aspx?q=a7ae0bd079135b72c0f8e430487e8b1f2b6d2224a5eab8c9cb936f7530533aacbc799f
3da45a4251&r=c9b3f53e-d738-4973-b6ea-2b67b932d432
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Approvals to use questions from respective organizations are included in
Appendix C. The combination of a researcher created survey and two nationallyrecognized surveys allows the researcher to use questions related to demographics,
graduating seniors, use of career services, and other student habits while in college
relevant to this study. The questions in this instrument intend to isolate the influence of
career services on time-to-degree completion. The surveys used for this study are
detailed in the following sections.
Career and Professional Aspirations Benchmark Assessment. The Student
Affairs Administrators in Higher Education (NASPA) Career and Professional
Aspirations Benchmark is an online assessment administered to undergraduate students
designed to provide a representation of college students’ awareness of and interactions
with career services (NASPA, 2018). The assessment is administered during the spring
semester to a sample of undergraduate students at colleges and universities who elect to
participate. The assessment collects data on the use of career services offerings,
outcomes of using career services, sources of career information, and perceived
helpfulness of information received from career services (NASPA, 2018). The
assessment contains 143 possible questions depending on how participants answer certain
questions. All questions are optional. Question types include: ordinal scale questions,
Likert scale questions, demographic questions, and several instances of matrix questions
and dropdown questions. Questions specifically related to career services were identified
for use in this study (See Table 3).
The NASPA assessment in its entirety was not suitable as the research instrument
for this study due to several factors: overall length; inclusion of questions not related to
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stated research objectives; and lack of questions related to stated research objectives.
However, the instrument includes several questions directly related to student use of
career services. Questions such as “How frequently did you use the following services or
programs while enrolled at [your institution]?” assist the researcher in determining the
frequency in which students use specific career services offerings or programs while
enrolled. Determining what programs are used, how often, and in combination with other
questions can isolate the influence of frequency of use on time-to-degree completion.
Questions identifying transfer student status such as “Did you transfer to [your
institution]?” allow the researcher to understand the influence of transferring from a twoyear institution, a four-year institution, or beginning as a freshman, on time to
undergraduate degree completion.
Demographic questions seeking to collect data related to gender identity, race,
and international status were used from this survey to ensure appropriate sensitivity to the
way in which questions are asked of participants. Some participants view demographic
questions as sensitive (Dillman et al., 2014) so care was taken to lessen possible
concerns. The NASPA survey is a tool employed by many institutions around the
country. The purpose of the NASPA survey does not match the purpose of this research,
however, several of the questions are used in this study because they collect data relevant
to this study.
NACE Student Survey Instrument. The National Association of Colleges and
Employers Student Survey identifies:
Key areas of focus include the students’ perceptions of career readiness;
preferences and expectations for a job; career center use and job search; and
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experiences with study abroad, internships, and co-ops, and how students perceive
that these experiences impact their career readiness. (NACE, 2018b, pg. 2)
The NACE instrument includes 47 questions and uses ordinal, Likert scale, and
demographic questions. This instrument collects data from undergraduate students
during the months of February and March each year and results are compiled into a
research report available to members and nonmembers of NACE for purchase each
September. While this instrument contains useful information, it does not connect use of
career services and time-to-degree completion. However, several questions from the
survey related to participation in career service centers were adopted in the researcher
developed survey instrument and noted in the survey origin table (Table 3). Questions
such as “During your time at [your institution], how many times did you visit the career
center’s on-campus office?” and “During your time at [your institution], how many times
did you visit the career center’s online career center services?” seek to determine
frequency of use of services and combined with other questions were used to assess the
influence of the method of participation’s impact on time-to-degree completion. The
researcher also chose to include “What is your age” and the associated age choices to
follow standardized options used in career services research.
Researcher Developed Instrument. The researcher developed questions to address
time-to-degree completion, grade point average (GPA), primary campus of attendance,
and major. Questions such as “What year did you first enroll in any college in pursuit of
this degree?”, “What year did you graduate from high school?”, and “How long did/will
your current degree from [your institution] take to complete?” specifically gauge the
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participant’s time enrolled in pursuit of the degree, which is not addressed in the other
survey instruments previously mentioned.
Two questions seek to determine the influence, if any, of early access of career
services by determining the timing of first participation: “When did you first visit the
career center’s on-campus office?” and “When did you first access the career center’s
online offerings?” Neither the NACE nor NASPA surveys collect data on timing of
utilizing career services. Both NACE and NASPA collect data from seniors regarding
their senior year usage. Finally, both NASPA and NACE ask participants to identify
their major from a short list of options. The researcher decided to follow Sang’s (2015)
methodology of including all majors (unduplicated) at the institution in question. The
researcher developed instrument includes 16 questions and can be found in Appendix B.
The question origin for each question in the instrument is noted in Table 3.
Response Format. The survey includes closed questions with structured
responses. Answers to closed questions tend to be more reliable and consistent (Fink,
2003b). Structured responses provide a stable framework to the survey questions
allowing answers to be more consistent (Fink, 2003b). Questions one through four of the
researcher-created survey require a single response in a multiple-choice format. A 5point Likert scale measured the frequency of career services in-person and online
participation. The frequency ranges included were 4 or more times per semester, 2 or 3
times per semester, once per semester, and never. A separate 5-point Likert scale was
employed to measure frequency of specific programs or services. The frequency ranges
included were many times, a few times, twice, once, and not at all. Many times is defined
as 6 or more times, a few times is defined as 3-5 times, twice is defined as two times, and
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once is defined as a single time. Questions six and seven use multiple choice answers to
identify the corresponding year of high school completion and college entrance. A dropdown list is incorporated into question 16. Questions 6 and 7 use drop-down lists to
standardize and group the expected responses and categorize the year first enrolled in
college, and the year graduated from high school. Question 16 asks the participant to
select their major from a drop-down list. Standardizing possible responses allows the
participant to classify their major within one of 70 subject areas to avoid confusion and
allow for descriptive data analysis.
The researcher created questions based on the data revealed in the literature
(Sang, 2015) addressing time-to-degree completion. Questions included in the survey,
regardless of their origin, serve to address the six research objectives of this study. The
researcher developed instrument was a special purpose survey to assist in identification of
factors influencing time-to-degree completion to address the research objectives of this
study.
The first research objective determined the demographic characteristics of study
participants. Questions that specifically ask for gender, race, age, major, high school
graduation year, year entered college, time to completion, cumulative GPA, primary
campus of attendance, transfer student status, and international student status accomplish
this objective. These questions were positioned at the end of the survey to avoid
discomfort participants may feel from potentially sensitive questions. This format
follows Dillman et al.’s (2014) recommendation regarding positioning of sensitive
questions. All survey participants were asked to answer these questions so an accurate
comparison could be made to address the second and third research objectives. Research
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objectives two and three determined and compared the demographic characteristics of
students who did and did not use career services. Research objective four compared the
time-to-degree completion of students who used career services to students who did not
use career services. Research objective 5 described the career services tools used, year of
first use, frequency of use, and method of use. Research objective six determined the
relationship between the student’s method and frequency of career services use and timeto-degree completion. This research objective was met by using questions to determine
the frequency of online and on-campus visits and through a question specifically asking,
“How long did/will your current degree take to complete?”
Validity
Validity determines if the survey instrument measures what it intends to measure
based on the research objectives of the study (Phillips, Phillips, & Aaron, 2013). Further,
“Face validity refers to how a measure appears on the surface: Does it seem to ask all the
needed questions?” (Fink, 2003a, p. 51). While not based on theory, face validity
considers whether the instrument contains the correct questions at the suitable education
level (Fink, 2003a). A survey map (Table 4) is a useful tool to visually ensure the
research objectives match the survey instrument prior to a pilot study. A pilot survey (see
Appendix D) allowed the researcher to test the instrument’s face validity and the
administration process.
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Table 4
Survey Map
Research Objective
RO1: Describe the participants of this study, including the
selected demographics of participants including gender,
race, age, major, high school graduation year, year
entered college, cumulative GPA, primary campus of
attendance, transfer student status, and international
student status.
RO2: Describe the selected demographic characteristics of
participants who used career services and participants
who did not use career services.
RO3: Compare the demographic characteristics of
participants who used career services to the same
demographic characteristics of participants who did not
use career services.
RO4: Compare time to undergraduate degree completion of
participants who used career services and participants
who did not use career services.
RO5: Describe the use of career services including: tools
used, year of first use, frequency of use, and method of
use.
RO6: Determine the relationship between participants’
use of career services tools and time-to-degree
completion.

Survey Question
1-2 & 6-16

1-2 & 6-16

1-2 & 6-16

1-2 & 6-16

1-2 & 6-10

1-5 & 8

Data Collection
Primary data were used in this study. Primary data are collected “firsthand by the
researcher for a specific research purpose or project” (Salkind, 2010, p.1095). Primary
data collection can be expensive and time consuming (Salkind, 2010). However, primary
data collection assists in ensuring collection of the necessary data as time to completion
data are not readily available through resources examining career services use. An
electronic survey was sent directly to university students to collect primary data for this
study.
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Increasing online behavior, including increasing use of mobile devices, shows
people are accustomed to online activities, which may be helpful to researchers
conducting electronic surveys (Dillman et al., 2014). Electronic surveys, those which
rely on email to obtain Internet responses, are the fastest growing form of surveying in
the United States (Dillman et al., 2014). Electronic surveys are more economical than
paper-based surveys and while mixed modes is generally preferred to single mode,
offering a choice in mode may lower response rates (Dillman et al., 2014). Electronic
surveys were distributed to collect data to determine if using career services influences
time-to-degree completion. Participants in this research were familiar with web-based
activities as each student was required to use the online student center to apply for
graduation.
The electronic survey was delivered via SurveyMonkey, a web-based survey tool.
Participants had a university supplied email address as the university provides each
student with an email address in their first semester of school. To increase survey
response rates, Dillman et al. (2014) recommend multiple contacts with participants,
financial incentives, and participant-friendly questions. The instrument employed
recommendations from Dillman et al. (2014) to increase survey participation and improve
response rate. The list below highlights the steps and procedures.
1. Specify how the survey results will be useful — Participants were provided
with information on how the survey results will be used on the initial
notification email and the opening page of the survey.
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2. Use cash and material incentives to encourage (but not require) reciprocity —
Participants were given the option to enter into a drawing for one of three
$100 American Express gift cards upon completion of the survey.
3. Make it convenient to respond — A link to the survey was provided via email
allowing participants to open the survey on a computer or a mobile device to
increase convenience.
4. Reduce the burden of length — Time required to complete survey was limited
by ensuring completion would take no more than 20 minutes.
5. Assure confidentiality and protection of data — Participants were ensured that
information provided would be kept secure and confidential.
6. Provide ways to assess authenticity and ask questions — Trust was
established by providing contact information, including the personal email of
the researcher.
7. Stress that opportunities to respond are limited — Repeat contact was
achieved by sending an introductory email with a link to the survey informing
potential participants of the survey, then followed up with two reminder
emails.
8. Show gratitude — The researcher thanked the participants for their
participation.
The procedures used to collect data are categorized into two phases. Phase I
included pre-work such as IRB approval and pilot testing of the survey instrument. Phase
II consisted of data collection through electronic survey distribution. Table 5 summarizes
the data collection procedures.
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Table 5
Data Collection Procedures
Day

Phase

Task

0

I

Obtained IRB approval & sent pilot survey

1

II

Sent introductory email with survey link

6

II

Sent 1st reminder email

14

II

Sent 2nd reminder email

17

II

Closed survey

18

II

Held drawing for gift cards and notified recipients

Phase I
Phase I consisted of seeking approval from the IRB, conducting the pilot survey,
and finalizing the list of potential participant contacts. This research project used singlemode data collection to collect responses from students who applied for graduation and
expected to graduate within the 2018-2019 school year regarding their use of career
services. Upon receipt of IRB approval, a pilot test of the instrument was conducted.
Pilot Testing the Instrument. A pilot test of the survey conducted prior to formal
survey administration allowed the researcher to test the administration process with a
population similar to the population of the survey. Participants in effective pilot surveys
should have similar characteristics as the population for the survey (Fink, 2008a).
College seniors enrolled at 4-year institutions in Alabama and participating with the
Higher Education Partnership were chosen as the population to pilot this survey. The
pilot group included only the 17 participants who expected to graduate during the 201859

2019 academic year. A link to the pilot was emailed to the participants in an introductory
email with a brief explanation of the survey’s purpose, informed consent, and instructions
on how to complete. The researcher requested feedback from participants on the logistics
of the survey instrument, instructions for completion, appearance, and ability of
participant to navigate the instrument through five questions located at the end of the
survey. These questions asked: “Were the instructions for completing this survey clearly
written?”, “Were the questions in this survey easily understood?”, “Were the questions
with frequency of use easily understood?”, “Is 10-20 minutes to answer the survey
enough time?”, “Are there any questions that you needed clarification to answer, if yes,
which ones?”, “What other language would have been helpful?” This strategy follows
Dillman et al.’s (2014) recommendation.
Modifying the Instrument. Upon closing the survey after seven days, four
responses were received. Participants made no recommendations for changes in the
administration process, however, results of the pilot survey led the researcher to change
answer options for four of the questions. Questions three and four did not initially
include the option of never which forced participants who had never used the career
center’s online or on-campus services to write in never. Questions six and seven
determined the year of enrollment in college and year graduated from high school. The
options on each question initially were 2015, 2014, 2013, 2012, prior to 2012, and other.
This did not allow for collection of complete data so the answers were adjusted to 2015,
2014, 2013, 2012, and other. Participants wrote in their respective year if different from
available choices. Lastly, question eight was “How long did/will your current degree
take to complete?” Two participants indicated 3 years, yet the actual time to complete
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was 3.5 years. The answer choices were adjusted to allow for half year responses in a
drop-down answer list as opposed to a multiple choice listing.
The pilot group averaged eight minutes to complete the survey. Consequently,
the researcher reflected this in the email introduction as a change from an estimated 1020 minutes to complete to an estimated 10 minutes to complete. Upon making the
referenced changes, the researcher moved to Phase II.
Phase II
Phase II consisted of using the survey instrument to collect data. The researcher
began with an introductory email and a link to the survey introducing research
participants to the study (see Appendix F). Dillman et al. (2014) note using an additional
reminder instead of a pre-notice letter which Dillman (2007) recommends. Multiple
contacts with participants are desired to improve response rate per Dillman et al. (2014).
An email reminder of the purpose of the study with a link to the survey was sent to
participants on day 6. Due to a low response rate, the researcher reviewed all
communications with the Office of University Communications in an attempt to clarify
the semester of graduation for the students on the list of emails in use. Prior to the study
start, The Office of Communications sent a second list with over 1200 students with no
explanation so the researcher did not originally use it. Upon further review, it was
determined this list was Spring 2019 graduation applicants and the previous list was Fall
2018 graduation applications.
A second and final reminder was scheduled to be sent on day 14 explaining the
purpose of the survey and requesting those who had not completed the survey to do so
quickly. However, the researcher determined the recipients of the first two emails had
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most likely already graduated as that list was for the Fall 2018. The researcher then
removed 31 duplicated emails on the second list. The researcher used the method and
timing of participant interaction approved previously by the IRB to contact the second list
of participants. The participants received the introductory email with a link to the survey
and the response rate improved. On day 6, the participants received the reminder email.
Finally, on day 14, the participants received the final reminder. The survey closed on day
17, thus cancelling any further opportunity to complete the survey.
Names of the participants who wished to be included in a drawing for one of three
$100 American Express gift cards were entered into an excel spreadsheet. The researcher
assigned numbers in order of entry. On Day 18, with the committee chair present as
witness, a random number generator (randomnumbergenerator.com) was used to select a
winning number, three separate times. Numbers were matched to the corresponding
name on the spreadsheet to identify the winners of the gift cards. Winners were notified
via email and had one week to provide an address for the gift card to be sent directly from
American Express. Two winners confirmed and provided their mailing addresses and
were each sent a $100 American Express Gift Card. The next section presents how the
researcher addressed confidentiality.
Confidentiality
As previously mentioned, electronic survey data were collected via
SurveyMonkey, an online survey and data collection software. Survey responses were
collected anonymously through the Anonymous Responses Collector Option
(SurveyMonkey, Inc., n.d.). Identifiable participant information was not tracked or
stored. Information from participants who elected inclusion in the drawing were not tied
62

to survey responses. Data collected were accessible only by using a username and
password, which only the researcher possessed. Survey responses remained electronic
and downloaded files were secured on the researcher’s computer and on a dedicated USB
device. All data will be destroyed after one calendar year.
Threats to Study Validity
Threats to study validity refer to the ability of the researcher to make inferences
regarding relationships, covariance, or causation (Shadish et al., 2002). This section
introduces threats to internal and external study validity. Internal validity refers to the
degree of confidence that the change in individuals under observation occurred because
of researcher actions (Salkind, 2010). External validity considers the ability to generalize
results to other populations or settings (Shadish et al., 2002). Threats to internal and
external validity were identified and mitigated through design of the study and actions of
the researcher.
Threats to internal validity for this study include self-selection by participants.
Self-selection refers to survey participants’ decision to participate in the research
(Salkind, 2010). Participants were selected for this study using a census design. All
undergraduate students who applied to graduation and chose inclusion in the directory
were invited to participate. To mitigate the effects of self-selection bias and encourage
participation, data collection occurred through an electronic survey to encourage access
to the study by the entire group. Further, the researcher provided the opportunity to win
one of three $100 gift cards.
Threats to external validity for this study include situation and sampling bias. The
data collection for this study occurred during the final semester of the participant’s
63

collegiate career and was distributed as an electronic survey. The low response rate
could be indicative of participants not checking emails or being inundated with emails
and thereby overlooking the invitation to participate. Additionally, sampling bias
impacted this study as the researcher can not know with certainty the influence career
services had on other graduates who did not respond to this survey. Study results should
not be generalized outside of this study. The data analysis plan is reported in the next
section.
Data Analysis Plan
The data for this study was analyzed upon completion of data collection. Data
were imported and statistically analyzed using IBM's Statistical Package for the Social
Sciences (SPSS). The data analyzed includes nominal, ordinal, and interval data.
Nominal data includes data in which no quantitative relationship exists, such as race and
gender (Huck, 2012; Swanson & Holton, 2009). Ordinal data exists if “each person or
thing being measured is put into one of several ordered categories, with everyone who
falls in the same category given the same score” (Huck, 2012, p. 54). Lastly, interval
data are data in which equal distance exists between the response choices (Phillips et al.,
2013).
Nominal and interval measurement scales are employed in this study. When
applied to the data collected, the scales assist in determining how to interpret the data
(Fink, 2003a, 2003b). This study used nominal scales to measure named attributes such
as gender, race, ethnicity, primary campus, transfer status and international student status.
Ordinal measurement, or measurement that only includes information about rank
(Warner, 2008), orders data within ranges. Ordinal measures include age, high school
64

graduation year, year entered college, time-to-degree completion, GPA, frequency of
career services use, and frequency of career services programs or services use.
Fink (2003a) defines a variable as “a measurable characteristic that varies in a
population” (p. 165). Variables can have different values that can be measured and are
dependent or independent. Independent variables are manipulated by the researcher and
are used to explain or predict an outcome (Fink, 2003a). Dependent variables, however,
are the outcomes of results (Fink, 2003a). The dependent variable for this study is
student time-to-degree completion.
This study reports participant demographics, usage of career services, and time to
undergraduate completion to explore the six research objectives. Table 6 provides the
data analysis plan, research objectives, level of measurement, and statistical analysis
method.
Table 6
Data Analysis Plan
Research Objective
Type of Data
Statistical Test
RO1: Determine the demographic characteristics of study: participant’s
Gender
Nominal
Frequency Distribution
Race
Nominal
Frequency Distribution
Age
Ordinal
Frequency Distribution
Major
Nominal
Frequency Distribution
High school graduation year
Ordinal
Frequency Distribution
Year entered college
Ordinal
Frequency Distribution
Cumulative GPA
Ordinal
Frequency Distribution
Transfer student status
Nominal
Frequency Distribution
International student status
Nominal
Frequency Distribution
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RO2: Describe the demographic characteristics of participants who used career
services and demographic characteristics of participants who did not use career
services.
Table 6 (continued).
Gender
Race
Age
Major
High school graduation year
Year entered college
Cumulative GPA
Transfer student status
International student status

Nominal
Nominal
Ordinal
Nominal
Ordinal
Ordinal
Ordinal
Nominal
Nominal

Cross-tabulation
Cross-tabulation
Cross-tabulation
Cross-tabulation
Cross-tabulation
Cross-tabulation
Cross-tabulation
Cross-tabulation
Cross-tabulation

RO3: Compare the demographic characteristics of participants who used career
services to the same demographic characteristics of participants who did not use career
services.
Gender
Nominal
Chi-Square Test for Independence
Race
Nominal
Chi-Square Test for Independence
Age
Ordinal
Chi-Square Test for Independence
Major
Nominal
Chi-Square Test for Independence
High school graduation year
Ordinal
Chi-Square Test for Independence
Year entered college
Ordinal
Chi-Square Test for Independence
Time-to-degree completion
Ordinal
Chi-Square Test for Independence
Cumulative GPA
Ordinal
Chi-Square Test for Independence
Primary campus
Nominal
Chi-Square Test for Independence
International student status
Nominal
Chi-Square Test for Independence

RO4: Compare time-to-degree completion of students who used career services to
students who do not use career services.
Time-to-degree completion
Ordinal
Welch’s t-test
Participant uses/does not use
career services
Nominal
Welch’s t-test
RO5: Describe the use of career services tools:
Handshake
Nominal
Assistance writing resume
Nominal
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Frequency Distribution
Frequency Distribution

Career fair
Workshop in class
Preparing for interview
Choosing a major
Career consultation
Preparing for networking
Optimal Resume
Graduate School application
Big Interview
Finding a co-op or internship
Career Shift
Focus 2

Nominal
Nominal
Nominal
Nominal
Nominal
Nominal
Nominal
Nominal
Nominal
Nominal
Nominal
Nominal

Frequency Distribution
Frequency Distribution
Frequency Distribution
Frequency Distribution
Frequency Distribution
Frequency Distribution
Frequency Distribution
Frequency Distribution
Frequency Distribution
Frequency Distribution
Frequency Distribution
Frequency Distribution

RO6: Determine the relationship between participants’ use of career services tools
and time-to-degree completion:
Time-to-degree completion
Participant use of career
services tools

Interval

Chi-Square Test for Independence

Nominal

Chi-Square Test for Independence

Summary
This study used a non-experimental, cross-sectional design to collect data from
graduating college seniors regarding their time-to-degree completion and use of career
services. A survey instrument was designed and used to collect data regarding the
influence of the timing, frequency, and mode of career services use on time to
undergraduate degree completion. A single mode of data collection was conducted and
data were analyzed using SPSS to determine the influence of each variable.
Understanding the influence of career services use on student time to
undergraduate degree completion is the primary goal of this research. To date, research
examining these constructs use archival data (Cullinane, 2014; Sang, 2015). As higher
education budgets shrink and time-to-degree completion expands, understanding the
influence of using student support services such as career services on time to
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undergraduate degree completion remains vital (Sang, 2015). The next chapter provides
results and statistical outcomes of the data analysis of this study.
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CHAPTER IV – RESULTS
Increasing college enrollments without corresponding increases in undergraduate
degree attainment rates is a cause for concern. Legislators, parents, and students
increasingly question the value of higher education while completion rates remain low
and time to undergraduate degree completion increases. Extended time to undergraduate
degree completion encourages institutions to review retention and completion efforts on
their campuses (Kelchen, 2018).
The purpose of this study was to determine the influence of participating in career
services on time to undergraduate degree completion. Six research objectives focused on
participant demographics, use of career services, and time-to-degree completion. This
chapter provides the results of the study.
The population for this study consisted of undergraduate students at USM who
applied to graduate during the Fall 2018 or Spring 2019 semesters. USM’s Office of
University Communications provided two lists, including each student’s email address,
for the researcher to contact. The survey instrument contained questions related to
demographics, time to undergraduate degree completion, and use of career services. The
data collected through the survey instrument provides the data for this study.
Descriptive and inferential statistics were used to analyze collected data.
Descriptive statistics “are used only to summarize information about a sample” (Warner,
2008, p. 4). Descriptive statistics provide data summaries for the sample in the study and
allow for the presentation of large groups of quantitative data in a manageable way
(Warner, 2012). Inferential statistics allow the researcher to make estimates (or
inferences) that extend beyond the gathered data to a larger population (Warner, 2012).
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Prior to analyzing the data, the researcher performed preliminary data screening to
identify and remedy errors, inconsistencies, outliers, and missing values. Warner (2008)
notes “researchers should conduct thorough preliminary data screening to identify and
remedy potential problems with their data prior to running the data analyses that are of
primary interest” (p. 125).
The researcher exported the data from SurveyMonkey in Microsoft Excel and
screened the dataset for missing values. Cases missing more than 25% of the response
data were removed from the dataset. The researcher used pairwise deletion for cases
missing less than 25% of the response data. Pairwise deletion allows for removal of
cases from individual analyses when the case is missing data for the variables included in
the analysis (Peugh & Enders, 2004; Warner, 2008). The survey instrument resulted in
223 total responses and 209 usable responses. The researcher removed 13 cases due to
missing more than 25% of responses.
In order to address low response rate, the researcher collapsed three data
categories and recoded one variable. The researcher reviewed the responses for
frequency of career services use online or in person and collapsed the data into a
combined dichotomous variable based on these individual responses. If the response to
both questions was never, the researcher coded that participant’s response as no
indicating the participant did not use career services either online or in-person. If the
response to either question indicated use, the researcher coded that participant’s response
as yes indicating the participant did use career services either online or in-person. The
researcher also recoded the variable for time-to-degree completion after reviewing
responses by creating categories of less than or equal to 4 years, more than 4 years to 6
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years, and more than 6 years. Additionally, the researcher collapsed the responses for
year first enrolled in college and year of high school graduation. The researcher recoded
these individual numerical responses into categories to use in the analyses. The
researcher created splits or categories to align to the categories created for time-to-degree
completion due to low response rate. Finally, the researcher recoded college major to
related college of major and coded the responses for race into white or non-white due to
low response rate. The researcher matched each participant’s major to the appropriate
college of study at USM. Once the researcher confirmed the data were properly coded
and accurate, the data were opened in IBM SPSS version 25 for management and
analysis. Following the data management, the researcher conducted the statistical tests to
address the research objectives.
Data Results
The researcher conducted a study of 2,018 undergraduate students at USM who
applied to graduate from USM during the Fall of 2018 or Spring of 2019 semesters. The
Fall of 2018 student list consisted of 789 total possible participants, in which 38
responses were received for a response rate of 4.8%. The Spring of 2019 student list
consisted of a total of 1,229 participants in which 184 responses were received for a
response rate of 14.8%. In total, 222 students participated in the survey for a response
rate of 11%. Responses from 13 participants were removed due to non-responses for
more than 25% of the questionnaire leaving 209 valid surveys. The 209 responses
provided for a confidence level of 87.3% with a 5% margin of error and a 50% response
distribution.
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Research Objective One (RO1)
Research Objective One (RO1) described the demographic characteristics of
undergraduate degree applicants at USM who participated in this study. Selected
demographics include age, race, gender, high school graduation year, year entered
college, cumulative GPA, major, transfer student status, primary campus of attendance,
and international student status. A descriptive statistic, frequency distribution analysis
measures these demographic characteristics. Frequency distribution lists all possible
responses for a particular variable along with the number of participants who report each
response (Warner, 2008). The researcher collected demographic data in an effort to
describe the sample and provide insight regarding demographic characteristics of the
graduating seniors. Frequencies were used to represent how many participants indicated
a particular response and percentages were used to indicate how much of the sample was
represented by these participants (Field, 2013). Demographic results are divided into
nominal and ordinal sub-sections below. The characteristics of gender, race, major,
primary campus of attendance, and international student status required nominal
measurement; the characteristics of high school graduation year, year entered college and
cumulative GPA required ordinal measurement.
Nominal Frequency Analysis
A frequency distribution analysis was the most appropriate measurement for the
nominal demographics of gender, race, major, transfer student status, primary campus of
attendance and international student status. Table 7 summarizes the total number of
participants for each demographic (n), the related percentage (%) of the total sample, and
the cumulative percentage of the sample.
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As shown, 77.7% (n = 160) of participants identify as women with 22.3%
identifying as men (n = 46). The majority (n = 135, 65.2%) of participants were White,
while the remaining participants (n = 70, 34.1%) were non-white. Participants indicate
majors in each of USM’s four colleges offering undergraduate degrees with the majority
(n = 89, 43.4%) indicating majors within the College of Arts and Sciences. Participants
indicate a close split between majors within the College of Education and Human
Sciences (n = 46, 22.4%) and the College of Business and Economic Development (n =
44, 21.9%). The College of Nursing and Health Professions is the smallest College
represented by participants (n = 26, 12.7%). Most participants indicated enrolling as
freshmen (n = 96, 46.1%) or transferring from a two-year college (n = 90, 44.1%).
Further, a small number of participants (n = 20, 9.8%) indicated transfer from a four-year
college. Most participants (n = 163, 79.1%) indicate Hattiesburg as their primary campus
of attendance. Lastly, almost all (n = 200, 97.6%) participants indicate they are not
international students.
Table 7
Participant Demographics for Nominal Data
Demographic

ƒ(n)

%

Cumulative %

Gender
Woman
Man
Total

160
46
206

77.7
22.3
100

77.7
100

Race
White
Non-white
Total

135
70
205

65.9
34.1

65.9
100
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Table 7 (continued).
College of Major
Nursing and Health Professions
Education and Human Sciences
Business and Economic Dev.
Arts and Sciences
Total

26
46
44
89
205

12.7
22.4
21.5
43.4
100

12.7
35.1
56.6
100

Transfer Student Status
Yes, from a 4-year college
Yes, from a 2-year college
No
Total

20
90
94
204

9.8
44.1
46.1
100

9.8
53.9
100

Primary Campus
Online
Gulf Park
Hattiesburg
Total

17
26
163
206

8.3
12.6
79.1
100

8.3
20.9
100

International Student Status
No
Yes
Total

200
5
205

97.6
2.4
100

97.6
100

Ordinal Frequency Analysis
The ordinal demographics for this study were age, high school graduation year,
and year participant entered college. A frequency distribution analysis was the most
appropriate measurement for this data. Table 8 summarizes the total number of
participants for each demographic (n) and the related percentage (%) of the total sample.
A total of 73.3% of participants (n = 151) indicated their age as 20-24 years old
with 16% (n = 33) aged between 25 and 30. None of the participants indicated an age
under 20 and 10.7% (n = 22) of participants indicate being over the age of 30. Many
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participants (n = 89, 43.4%) indicate graduating high school in 2015. Additionally, over
half (n = 126, 61.2%) of the participants indicate graduating with the degree they entered
college in pursuit of in 2015. As shown, 78.6% (n = 162) of participants indicate a GPA
above 3.0, with 21.4% (n = 44) indicating a GPA of 2.99 or below. Most (n = 162,
78.6%) of the study participants had a GPA over 3.0 and 151 (73.3%) were between the
ages of 20 and 24.
Table 8
Participant Demographics for Ordinal Data
Demographic

ƒ(n)

%

Cumulative %

Age
Over 30
25-30
20-24
Under 20
Total

22
33
151
0
206

10.7
16
73.3
0
100

10.7
26.7
100
100

High school graduation year
2011 or earlier
2012-2014
2015 or later
Total

51
65
89
205

24.9
31.7
43.4
100

24.9
56.6
100

Year entered college
2011 or earlier
2012-2014
2015 or later
Total

12
68
126
206

5.8
33
61.2
100

5.8
38.8
100

44
162

21.4
78.6
100

21.4
100

Cumulative GPA
2.99 and below
3.0-4.0
Total

75

The average time to undergraduate degree completion for participants in this
study was 4.15 years (SD = 1.17). The time-to-degree completion ranged from one year
to nine years, however, 50% (n = 103) of participants had a time-to-degree completion of
four years. When combined, 71% (n = 146) of participants graduated within 4 years.
Research Objective Two (RO2)
Research Objective Two (RO2) described the demographic characteristics of
participants in two groups: those who used career services and those who did not use
career services. When describing the relationship between two categorical variables,
descriptive statistics, cross-tabulation is the appropriate method in SPSS to describe
frequencies (Warner, 2012). The researcher collected the demographic data to describe
the sample and provide insight regarding demographic characteristics of the graduating
seniors and related career services usage. Demographic data are divided into nominal,
and ordinal sub-sections below.
Nominal Crosstab
A descriptive statistics, crosstab analysis was the most appropriate analysis to
explain the nominal demographics of gender, race, major, transfer student status, primary
campus of attendance and international student status and related career services usage.
Table 9 summarizes the total number of participants (n) for each demographic and the
related percentage (%) of the sample for two categories: those who used career services
and those who did not use career services.
Based on gender, 81.3% (n = 130) of women indicated using career services while
80.4% (n = 37) of men indicated career services use. A smaller percentage of white
participants (n = 103, 76.3%) indicated using career services than non-white (n = 63,
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90%). The largest percentage of career services users (n = 38, 88.4%) indicated a degree
from the College of Business and Economic Development.
Participants who transferred to USM from a 2-year college used career services
the least with 76.7% indicating use compared to participants who did not transfer to USM
who used career services at the greatest rate with 85.1% (n = 80) indicating use. All
international student participants (n = 5, 100%) indicated using career services.
Table 9
Nominal Crosstab Results

Demographic

Used Career
Services
n
%

Did Not Use
Career Services
n
%

Total
n

Gender
Man
Woman
Total

37
130
167

80.4
81.3
81.1

9
30
39

19.6
18.8
18.9

46.0
160.0
206.0

Race
White
Non-white
Total

103
63
166

76.3
90.0
81.0

32
7
39

23.7
10.0
19.0

135.0
70.0
205.0

Major
Nursing and Health Professions
Education and Human Sciences
Business and Economic Dev
Arts and Sciences
Total

18
37
38
69
162

72.0
82.2
88.4
79.3
81.0

7
8
5
18
40

28.0
17.8
11.6
20.7
19.0

25.0
45.0
43.0
87.0
200.0

Transfer Student Status
Yes, from a 4-year college
Yes, from a 2-year College
No
Total

16
69
80
165

80.0
76.7
85.1
80.9

4
21
14
39

20.0
23.3
14.9
19.1

20.0
90.0
94.0
204.0
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Table 9 (continued).
Primary Campus
Online
Gulf Park
Hattiesburg
Total

10
19
138
167

58.8
73.1
84.7
81.1

7
7
25
39

41.2
26.9
15.3
18.9

17.0
26.0
163.0
206.0

International Student Status
No
Yes
Total

161
5
166

80.5
100.0
81.0

39
0
39

19.5
0.0
19.0

200.0
5.0
205.0

Ordinal Crosstab
The ordinal demographics of age, high school graduation year, year entered
college and cumulative GPA were summarized using crosstab analysis. Table 10
summarizes the total number of participants for each demographic (n) and the related
percentage (%) of the sample for two categories: those who used career services and
those who did not use career services.
The age group with the greatest percentage of career services users was the 20-24year-old age group (n =127, 84.1%). The lowest percentage of career services users was
the over 30 age group (n = 15, 68.2%). Career services use was not impacted by GPA as
81.5% (n = 132) of participants with a 3.0-4.0 GPA indicated using career services and
79.5% of participants with a 2.99 and below GPA indicated using career services.
Table 10
Ordinal Crosstab Results

Demographic

Used Career
Services
n
%
78

Did Not Use
Career Services
n
%

Total
n

Table 10 (continued).
Age
20-24
25-30
Over 30
Total

127
25
15
167

84.1
75.8
68.2
81.1

24
8
7
39

15.9
24.2
31.8
18.9

151
33
22
206

High school graduation year
2015 or later
2012-2014
2011 or earlier
Total

77
53
36
166

86.5
81.5
70.6
81

12
12
15
39

13.5
17.5
29.4
19

89
65
51
205

Year entered college
2015 or later
2012-2014
2011 or earlier
Total

103
54
10
167

81.7
79.4
83.3
81.1

23
14
2
39

18.3
20.6
16.7
18.9

126
68
12
206

35
132
167

79.5
81.5
81.1

9
30
39

20.5
18.5
18.9

44
162
206

Cumulative GPA
2.99 and below
3.0-4.0
Total

Research Objective Three (RO3)
Research Objective Three (RO3) compared the demographic characteristics of
participants who used career services with demographic characteristics of participants
who did not use career services. The most appropriate statistic for this was the chi-square
test of independence. According to Warner (2012), a chi-square test of independence is a
non-parametric test appropriate to analyze the relationship between two nominal
variables. The researcher reported the observed and expected counts for each
demographic variable and related career services use. Cramer’s V was used to determine
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the strength of association for the significant variables. Cramer’s V is the appropriate
technique to measure the strength of the relationship between variables (Huck, 2012).
Results of the chi-square test of independence indicate there is not a statistically
significant relationship between career services use and gender, age, college of major,
high school graduation year, college entrance year, cumulative GPA, or transfer student
status (Table 11). However, results for race and primary campus of attendance did
indicate significance.
Table 11
Chi-square Significance Summary

Demographic
Gender
Race
Age
College of Major
HS graduation year
College entrance year
Cumulative GPA
Primary Campus
Transfer Student Status

Time-to-degree Completion
Chi-square
Value
dƒ
p
0.015
1
0.901
5.619
1
*0.018
3.895
2
0.143
3.039
3
0.386
5.359
2
0.069
0.199
2
0.905
0.085
1
0.771
7.935
2
*0.019
1.204
1
0.273

n
206
205
206
200
205
206
206
206
205

Race and career services use showed a statistically significant association, 2(1, n
= 205) = 5.619, p = .018. Cramer’s V is a posttest to determine strength of association
between variables. Cramer’s V values range from 0 to 1 with values close to 0 indicating
no association and values close to 1 indicating strong association (Warner, 2012). The
association for race and career services was small, Cramer’s V = .018, indicating a weak
relationship between race and career services use. There was also a statistically
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significant association between career services use and primary campus of attendance
2(2, n = 206) = 7.935, p = .019. The association between career services use and
primary campus of attendance was small, Cramer’s V = .018, indicating a small effect of
primary campus of attendance and career services use. Table 12 highlights the crosstabulation results for the statistically significant variables of race and campus of
attendance.
Table 12
Cross Tabulation of Career Services and Significant Demographic Characteristics

Demographic
Race
Non-white
Count
Expected Count
Adjusted Residual
White
Count
Expected Count
Adjusted Residual
Primary Campus
Hattiesburg
Count
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
Gulf Park
Count
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
Online
Count
Expected Count
Standardized Residual

Use Career Services
%
Yes
No

%

Total

63.0
56.7
2.4

30

7.0
13.3
-2.4

3.4

70
70.0

103.0
109.3
-2.4

50.2

32.0
25.7
2.4

15.6

135
135.0

138
132.1
.5

67

25
30.9
-1.1

12.1

163
163.0

19
21.1
-.5

9.2

7
4.9
.9

3.4

26
26.0

10
13.8
-1.0

4.9

7
3.2
2.1

3.4

17
17.0
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Research Objective Four (RO4)
Research Objective Four (RO4) used a Welch’s t-test to compare the mean time
to undergraduate degree completion of participants who used career services to the mean
time to completion of participants who did not use career services. Frequency
distribution analysis was used to measure time-to-degree completion responses and
whether or not the participants used career services.
The researcher reported Welch’s t-test due to the data violating the homogeneity
of variance assumption. Welch’s t-test results are appropriate to report if outliers have
been removed and the data still violates the assumption of equal variances (Huck, 2012;
Warner, 2008). Prior to running the Welch’s t-test, the researcher removed 16 outliers
from the analysis. These participants indicated completing a bachelor’s degree in one
year, two years, and 13 years. Two participants indicated a single year, 13 indicated 2
years, and one indicated 13 years. The Welch’s t-test (see Table 13) indicated a
statistically significant difference for time to undergraduate degree completion for
participants based on whether or not they used career services (p = .035). The mean time
to completion for participants who used career services was longer (M = 4.36, SD =
1.14). than for participants who did not use career services (M = 4.04, SD = 1.14).
Table 13
Time to Completion and Career Services Use

Variable
Time to completion

Used Career
Services
M
SD
4.36
1.14

Did Not Use Career
Services
M
SD
4.04
0.701
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t (88)
2.139

p
0.035

Participants who used career services mean time-to-degree completion was .32
years (SE = .15) higher than participants who did not use career services. While there is a
significant difference in the time-to-degree completion of participants who did and did
not use career services, the difference equals less than a semester.
Research Objective Five (RO5)
Research Objective Five (RO5) described the participant use of career services
tools, year of first use, frequency of use, and method of use. A frequency analysis was
conducted with tools used, year of first use, and method of use employing nominal data
and frequency of use employing ordinal data. Frequencies describe frequency of career
services use, method of use, tools used, and year of first use. Frequencies and
percentages summarize and report participants’ responses on the nominal variables
included in the analyses (See Table 14).
Research Objective Five (RO5) described the participant use of career services
tools, year of first use, frequency of use, and method of use. A frequency analysis was
used with year of first use, method of use, and tools used employing nominal data and
frequency of use employing ordinal. The researcher reported frequencies and
percentages for year and method of first use, frequency of use, and tools used.
Frequencies and percentages were calculated to summarize and report participants’
responses on the nominal variables included in the analyses as recommended by Howell
(2013).
Participants were asked to indicate when they first used career services online or
on-campus. Combined, 168 (80%) participants indicated using online and on-campus
career services, while 77 (37%) participants indicated never using on-campus services
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and 68 (33%) indicated never using online services. The highest percentage (28%) of
participants used career services for the first time during their junior year online or oncampus.
Table 14
Year of First Use of Career Services Frequency Table
Year of first use
On-campus
Never
Senior
Junior
Sophomore
Freshman
Total
Online
Never
Senior
Junior
Sophomore
Freshman
Total

ƒ(n)

%

77
13
58
29
30
208

68
16
58
29
35
206

Cumulative %

37.2
6.3
28.0
14.0
14.5

37.2
43.5
71.5
85.0
100

33.0
7.8
28.2
14.1
17.0

33.0
40.8
69.0
83.1
100.0

Table 15 highlights the overall use of career services. Most on-campus users
indicated only using career services one time (n = 55, 26.3%) while online users indicated
a higher frequency of use at 2-3 times (n = 52, 24.9%). Participants using online career
services tools use career services more frequently than on-campus users.
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Table 15
Frequency of Career Services Use
Frequency of use
On-Campus
Never
Once
Once Per Semester
2-3 Times
4 or More Times
Total
Online
Never
Once
Once Per Semester
2-3 Times
4 or More Times
Total

ƒ(n)

%

Cumulative %

80
55
44
18
11
208

38.5
26.4
21.2
8.7
5.3
100

38.5
64.9
86.1
94.8
100

69
33
30
52
24
208

33.2
15.9
14.4
25.0
11.5
100

33.2
49.1
63.5
88.5
100

Participants were asked to indicate the frequency in which they used the tools
offered by career services. Over 50% (n = 123) of participants indicated using
Handshake, assistance writing a resume, and attending a career fair at least once. Table
16 ranks participant responses with the most frequently used tools at the top of the list
and least used tools at the bottom of the list. Handshake, an online tool connecting
students to potential employers, was the most used (n = 123, 59.1%) of all career services
tools.
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Table 16
Career Services Tools Used Frequency Table
ƒ(n)
123
122
108
92
68
61
54
47
46
35
34
32
31
26

Tools Used
Handshake
Assistance writing resume
Career Fair
Workshop in class
Assistance preparing for interview
Assistance choosing a major
Career consultation
Assistance preparing for networking
Optimal Resume
Graduate School application
Big Interview
Assistance finding a co-op or internship
Career Shift
Focus 2

%
59.1
58.9
51.9
44.9
32.9
29.3
26.0
22.7
22.2
17.0
16.3
15.4
15.0
12.7

Research Objective Six (RO6)
Research objective 6 (RO6) addresses the relationship between the use of career
services tools and time-to-degree completion. The researcher initially planned to conduct
a two-way ANOVA to assess the influence of tool use frequency on time-to-degree
completion, however, a low response rate resulted in a lack of data conducive to the
analysis. A chi-square test of independence was determined as the most suitable analysis,
but required the researcher to collapse the frequency of tool use variables into
dichotomous yes or no responses. A chi-square analysis was completed for each of the
14 tools. The researcher reported the chi-square value, degrees of freedom, and p value
for each analysis to indicate statistical significance. The alpha level for the analyses is
0.05. There was not a statistically significant relationship between the career services
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tool used and time to undergraduate degree completion. Table 17 summarizes the use of
online career services tools.
Table 17
Online Career Services Tool Use and Time-to-degree Completion Summary
Used Tool
Tool
Handshake
≤ 4 years (Observed)
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
> 4 to 6 years (Observed)
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
> 6 years
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
Focus 2
≤ 4 years (Observed)
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
> 4 to 6 years (Observed)
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
> 6 years
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
Optimal Resume
≤ 4 years (Observed)
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
> 4 to 6 years (Observed)
Expected Count
Standardized Residual

Yes

83
85.3
-0.2
33
31.4
0.3
6
5.3
0.3

14
18.1
-1
9
6.9
0.8
3
1.2
1.7

34
31.6
0.4
10
11.4
-0.4

No

dƒ

x2

p

n

2

2.146

0.342

206

2

5.268

0.072

203

2

1.073

0.585

205

61
58.7
0.3
20
21.6
-0.3
3
3.7
-0.3

127
122.9
0.4
44
46.2
-0.3
6
7.8
-0.7

110
112.4
-0.2
42
40.6
0.2
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Table 17 (continued).
> 6 years
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
Career Shift
≤ 4 years (Observed)
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
> 4 to 6 years (Observed)
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
> 6 years
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
Co-op or Internship
≤ 4 years (Observed)
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
> 4 to 6 years (Observed)
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
> 6 years
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
Big Interview
≤ 4 years (Observed)
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
> 4 to 6 years (Observed)
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
> 6 years
Expected Count
Standardized Residual

1
2
-0.7

21
21.8
-0.2
8
7.9
0
2
1.4
0.5

23
21.7
0.3
7
8
-0.3
1
1.4
-0.3

24
23.8
0
10
8.7
0.4
0
1.5
-1.2

8
7
0.4
2

0.389

0.823

205

2

0.346

0.841

206

2

1.997

0.369

206

123
122.2
0.1
44
44.1
0
7
7.6
-0.2

121
122.3
-0.1
46
45
0.1
8
7.6
0.1

120
120.2
0
43
44.3
-0.2
9
7.5
0.5
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A chi-square test of independence was conducted for each of the in-person tools available
at USM and the related time-to-undergraduate degree completion (Table 18). While the
results were not significant, the overall use of career services tools is noted as it
highlights how participants interacted with career services. Participant demographic
information, use of career services, and time to undergraduate degree completion are
reported in Chapter IV.
Table 18
In-person Career Services Tool Use and Time-to-degree Completion Summary
Used Tool
Tool
Assistance Writing Resume
≤ 4 years (Observed)
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
> 4 to 6 years (Observed)
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
> 6 years
Expected Count
Standardized Residual

Yes

90
84.3
0.6
26
30.4
-0.8
4
5.3
-0.6

Assistance Choosing A Major
≤ 4 years (Observed)
38
Expected Count
41.9
Standardized Residual
-0.6
> 4 to 6 years (Observed)
18
Expected Count
15.4
Standardized Residual
0.7
> 6 years
4
Expected Count
2.6

No

dƒ

x2

p

2

3.23

0.199

2

2.146

0.342

54
59.7
-0.7
26
21.6
1
5
3.7
0.7

106
102.1
0.4
35
37.6
-0.4
5
6.4
89

n
205

Table 18 (continued).
Standardized Residual
Interview Preparation
≤ 4 years (Observed)
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
> 4 to 6 years (Observed)
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
> 6 years
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
Networking
≤ 4 years (Observed)
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
> 4 to 6 years (Observed)
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
> 6 years
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
Career Consultation
≤ 4 years (Observed)
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
> 4 to 6 years (Observed)
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
> 6 years
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
Graduate School Application
≤ 4 years (Observed)

0.9

46
47.4
-0.2
18
17.6
0.1
4
3
0.6

32
33.6
-0.3
12
12.3
-0.1
4
2.1
1.3

34
37.7
-0.6
16
13.9
0.6
4
2.4
1.1

28

-0.5
2

0.596

0.742

2

2.358

0.308

2

2.484

0.289

2

3.101

0.212

143

97
95.6
0.1
35
35.4
-0.1
5
6
-0.4

112
110.4
0.1
41
40.7
0.1
5
6.9
-0.7

110
106.3
0.4
38
39.1
-0.3
5
6.6
-0.6

114
90

206

Table 18 (continued).
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
> 4 to 6 years (Observed)
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
> 6 years
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
Career Fair
≤ 4 years (Observed)
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
> 4 to 6 years (Observed)
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
> 6 years
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
Workshop in Class
≤ 4 years (Observed)
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
> 4 to 6 years (Observed)
Expected Count
Standardized Residual
> 6 years
Expected Count
Standardized Residual

24.4
0.7
7
9.1
-0.7
0
1.5
-1.2

117.6
-0.3
46
43.9
0.3
9
7.5
0.6

75
74.8
0
28
27.5
0.1
4
4.7
-0.3

69
69.2
0
25
25.5
-0.1
5
4.3
0.3
2

67
63.7
0.4
21
23.3
-0.5
3
4
-0.5

1.214

0.545

75
78.3
-0.4
31
28.7
0.4
6
5
0.5

Summary
The purpose of this study was to determine the influence of career services on
time to undergraduate degree completion. Participants responded to electronic survey
questions regarding their use of career services and time to undergraduate degree
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completion. Results of the study indicate more than 50% of students participating in this
study use career services such as Handshake and assistance writing a resume. When
comparing time-to-degree completion and use of career services, statistically significant
results conclude the use of career services extends time to completion. Chapter V will
discuss the results of the data analysis and provide conclusions, recommendations,
implications of study limitations, and offer recommendations for future research.
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CHAPTER V – FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Calls for greater accountability in higher education encourage review and greater
understanding of institutional factors influencing time to undergraduate degree
completion. The four previous chapters discussed the need to further understand the
influence of participating in career services on time to undergraduate degree completion.
A review of the literature revealed limited research related to the influence of career
services participation on time-to-degree completion; however, considerable research on
time-to-degree completion exists. The research methodology of the study was presented
in Chapter III and the results in Chapter IV.
Chapter V provides a summary of findings from the study, conclusions, and
recommendations drawn from the data presented and analyzed in Chapter IV. The study
employed a non-experimental, cross-sectional, descriptive design using descriptive and
inferential statistics to investigate six research objectives related to student use of career
services and time-to-degree completion. The researcher used a census design to survey
2,018 undergraduate students who applied to graduate during the Fall 2018 or Spring
2019 semesters at one university. The researcher created and administered an electronic
survey to the two groups over a two-week period. Data collected were entered into SPSS
and analyzed. Frequency distribution, cross-tabulation, mean, standard deviation,
independent t-test, and chi-square test of independence analyses were used to conduct
data analysis.
Limitations
Limitations of this research include factors that affected the study, but were not
controllable by the researcher (Shadish, Cook, & Campbell, 2002). Three limitations
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exist for this study. First, data were collected at one point in time, called cross-sectional.
Shadish, Cook, and Campbell (2002) note, “In cross-sectional studies in which all the
data are gathered on the participants at one time, the researcher may not even know if the
cause precedes the effect” (p. 18). Also, cross-sectional research restricts the ability to
follow participants as they make decisions related to persistence and the use of career
services. A longitudinal study collecting data over a period of time with multiple
observations is ideal to determine changes in behavior (Shadish et al., 2002). However,
the cost and time commitment required for a longitudinal study created a barrier to using
the methodology for this study.
The second limitation of the study was self-reported data. Self-reported data
regarding past or future behavior remains unverifiable (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986). One
concern was the subject’s potential to answer questionnaire items in ways that presented
themselves in a favorable light, known as social desirability (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986).
While not a major issue in this research, the inclination towards social desirability
remains a limitation for this study.
Third, the generalizability of this study’s findings is limited. Generalization is the
process of using data to draw conclusions above and beyond the study group (Swanson &
Holton, 2009). Multiple locations over several years must be studied to maximize
generalizability, according to Fink (2003). The generalizability of the results of this
study were limited by using data from a single institution at a single point in time. Also,
this study had a low response rate. While a low response rate is characteristic of
undergraduates, the low response rate experienced for this study proved challenging to
the researcher. Results should not be generalized to a larger population. The low
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response rates forced the researcher to collapse categories of data to combine data points
with fewer than five cases. Error was a concern with each variable as it required
manipulation of large quantities of data.
In considering the lack of participation, the survey could have been delivered in
person, through a formal group on campus, or during the degree application process to
encourage response. Delivering the survey in person may have encouraged response by
capturing the attention of students and the ability to answer questions about the research
or clarify the purpose of the research. Using a formal group, such as university career
services staff, to deliver the survey may have led to a higher response rate as students
may have trusted a formal group more than an individual student. While desired, a
formal group was not available for this study. Lastly, this survey could have been
delivered as part of the degree application process to encourage response and allow the
university to collect data related to career services use and time to undergraduate degree
completion.
Findings, Conclusions, and Recommendations
Chapter 5 presents a summary of the findings of the study based on the statistical
analysis documented in Chapter IV. Study findings build on previous research and
provide insight into undergraduate student use of career services and time-to-degree
completion. Additionally, conclusions and recommendations for future research are
presented. This study’s results support three main findings. The following paragraphs
discuss each finding linked to a conclusion and recommendation.
Finding One. Participants who used career services took longer to complete an
undergraduate degree.
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The average time to undergraduate degree completion for participants in this
study who used career services was 4.36 years. The average time to completion for
participants who did not use career services was 4.04 years with participants indicating
no use of online or on-campus career services. Participants who used career services
took longer to complete their undergraduate degree than participants who did not use
career services.
Conclusions
Results of this study indicate a small difference in time-to-degree completion
between participants who did and did not use career services; however, the difference is
less than a semester. Additionally, Kramer, Holcomb, and Kelchen (2017) note the
national average time to undergraduate degree completion as 4.83 years. Time to
undergraduate degree completion for this study was lower than the national average (4.15
years). This study supports the findings from Sang (2015) in that using career services
increases time to undergraduate degree completion. A greater percentage of students
surveyed used career services in this study over the percentage of students using career
services in Sang’s (2015) study. However, only students who expected to graduate were
surveyed for this study while Sang’s study used archival data on a cohort of students
regardless of whether they graduated.
Recommendations
Higher education institutions could review demographic characteristics and
performance metrics of students using career services, including time-to-degree
completion. This information could help career services and institutional leadership
determine if students with specific demographic characteristics seek career services more
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than others. Additionally, future research could collect data related to factors prompting
users to seek assistance. Understanding the motivation behind using career services and
the related timing could assist institutional leadership in encouraging more students to use
career services and reduce time-to-degree completion.
Finding Two. Race and primary campus of attendance influence student use of career
services.
A greater percentage of non-white students indicated using career services than
white students in this study. More students who attended a majority of their classes on
the Hattiesburg campus used career services than students who attended Gulf Park or
Online. While the influence of race and campus of attendance was shown to be small, an
influence exists.
Conclusions
Demographic characteristics and where students attend classes cannot be ignored
when considering the influences of career services use. Previous studies report the
influence of race on time-to-degree completion, but do not relate race to the use of career
services. While a greater percentage of non-whites used career services, this study did
not examine internal or external influences on students seeking career services.
Additionally, more students on the Hattiesburg campus used career services than other
campuses.
Recommendations
Institutions could review the demographics of students using career services and
the marketing plan to determine if targeted marketing influences use. Also, career
services could review the resources available to students to ensure equitable access and
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support regardless of where or how the student attends classes. If resources are not
delivered equitably, efforts to align the resources with the needs of the population could
influence the use of career services as well as the institution’s student retention and
completion goals.
Finding Three. Students use career services for the first time during junior year of
college.
Only one in three students in this study took advantage of career services early
enough in their college career to maximize the benefits of available services. The firsttime participants accessed career services resources (online or in-person) was during their
junior year. The only group larger consisted of participants who chose not to use career
services at all.
Conclusions
Career services offers valuable resources to students related to career
development and research suggests improved outcomes for students who use career
services (Dykes-Anderson, 2013). However, students are not aware of career services or
are not interested until later in their college careers based on the results of this study.
Career services offer events each month on campus designed to assist students with
choosing a major and career planning including presentations in classes, yet students
choose not to participate or to wait until closer to graduation to access services.
Encouraging use of services early in the college career could increase the likelihood of
completing a degree while waiting until a student is experiencing hardship can undermine
a student’s motivation to complete college (Tinto, 2017).
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Recommendations
Increasing awareness of career services as a tool to find the best pathway to a
choice of major and related career is vital in positioning career services as a tool to assist
students early in their college career. Career services could increase faculty and staff
awareness of career services tools early to encourage students to explore careers, majors,
and technical assistance. Encouraging career services representatives into classrooms for
brief presentations on the services available combined with faculty expanding on why
these services are important in today’s economy can help students understand the value
of available services as part of tuition. Also, institutions could consider requiring
students to use career services during freshman year to introduce the variety of available
services. Early access of career services could provide the time necessary to build a
relationship with a career counselor that could prove invaluable throughout the student’s
college career.
Finding Four. Handshake is the most used career services tool.
The online portal connecting students to job opportunities, known as Handshake,
was used by over half of the study’s participants. In contrast, the most used on-campus
tool was assistance preparing for an interview, with one-third of participants indicating
use. Participants noted attending career fairs and in-class workshops as well, but with
fewer participants using Handshake or assistance writing a resume.
Conclusions
Previous research concentrates on whether or not participants used career
services, not which type of career services were used and how they were accessed (Sang,
2015). This study showed students use traditional career services tools (resume
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assistance, career fair, and workshop in class) more often than others, except for
Handshake. Participants used services traditionally thought of as “career services” such
as career fairs, resume writing assistance, and workshops more than other services such
as graduate school application assistance and assistance finding an internship or choosing
a major.
Recommendations
Career services leaders could review the marketing strategies of tools to students
to determine how students learn about services. Increasing the understanding of how
students learn about specific tools could help career services staff increase the number of
students using multiple services including traditional and non-traditional tools and
services.
Recommendations for Further Research
This study collected data from a sample of students at a single university who
applied to graduate. Future research could use qualitative research to investigate student
motivations for using career services. Understanding student motivations to use career
services may help explain why students who use career services take longer to graduate
and help institution leaders design strategies to assist students earlier in their college
career. Also, conducting a longitudinal research study over multiple years could provide
greater insight into the motivations behind career services use and other factors
influencing time-to-degree completion. Additionally, future research could focus on the
institution and the methods institutions employ to market career services to students and
the influence marketing has on student use of career services.
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Research on the use of career services and related time to undergraduate degree
completion could be expanded to other colleges and universities, including two-year
colleges. Investigating whether students used online or on-campus services in other
institutions could reveal variations based on location or institution type. The results
could be compared to those found in this study to highlight the differences or similarities
between institutions and career services use. Expanding this research to a variety of
institutions could improve the ability to generalize findings to a larger population.
Speaking to students directly instead of using an electronic survey may provide
insight into why students choose to engage with career services and why they choose to
wait until the latter part of a college career. Also, this study only investigated career
services use and time to completion for students who graduated or expect to graduate.
Capturing this data from students who choose not to persist could be valuable to
institutions in understanding how career services can assist with persistence to
completion.
While understanding the motivations of students is important, additional research
into the institution’s motivations and influences on student use of career services could be
beneficial in understanding how students learn of the resources available and what they
understand about the resources available. Understanding how the services are marketed
and to whom may increase the understanding of why demographic characteristics and
primary campus of attendance influence use of career services overall. The
recommended areas for future research could provide additional information to
universities, students, parents, and policy makers related to the influence of career
services on time-to-degree completion and persistence.
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Discussion
This non-experimental study allowed the researcher to collect data regarding
career services use and time to undergraduate degree completion. While previous
research was conducted on the topic, the design of this study allowed the researcher to
gather data from a single point in time at a single university directly from the student.
Collecting data directly from the student as opposed to archival data, like Sang (2015),
limited the study’s generalizability based on the number of responses. Low response rate
limits the generalizability of this study. However, collecting original data, instead of
using archival data, answers the call of previous researchers (Sang, 2015) to gather
specific career services use and time-to-completion data.
Data collected through this study highlights that career services is used later in a
student’s career. The findings show differences in populations who used career services
and those who did not use career services and emphasizes overall use of career services
and factors that should be examined further. Research examining the institutional
characteristics could provide insight into what works in exposing students to career
services as well as developing a greater understanding of how institutions can influence
and potentially target specific demographics to encourage use of career services.
Career services offices are not the only institutional entities seeking to assist
students, however, with most undergraduates indicating attending college to pursue better
career opportunities, career services serve as a natural entity to assist students through
this transition. Also, colleges invest heavily in career services so understanding why and
when students use the services can impact future services. Understanding the
relationship between the use of career services and time to undergraduate degree
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completion can allow institutions to better market these services to students with specific
demographic characteristics or likelihood of use.
Summary
This study used a non-experimental, cross-sectional, descriptive study design to
investigate six research objectives. The purpose of this study was to determine the
influence of participating in career services on time-to-degree completion among
undergraduate students. There was a difference in time to undergraduate degree
completion based on career services use for participants in this study. The use of specific
career services tools did not influence time-to-degree completion. Factors other than use
of career services may influence time to undergraduate degree completion that are
beyond the scope of this study.
The limitations of the study were discussed. Cross-sectional data collection, selfreported data, and low response rates were identified as limitations. Results of this study
should not be generalized to larger populations due to a low response rate. While the
researcher took appropriate action to mitigate the limitations, the low-response rate was
not controllable.
Finally, further research is needed to understand the influence of career services
on time to undergraduate degree completion. While developing human capital through
education is ideal, factors influencing persistence, retention, and time-to-degree
completion must be explained. Future research should (a) focus on the motivation
driving students to seek career services, (b) investigate the relationship between career
services and time-to-degree completion for students seeking degrees from two-year
institutions, (c) use a qualitative design to further investigate the relationship between
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career services use and time to undergraduate degree completion and (d) investigate the
influence of institutional resources.
Pressures on institutional accountability for student’s degree completion continue
to increase. While colleges invest in student success, students must also invest in and
become accountable for their own success and dedicate time to planning their path
through education and into the workforce. Institutions can make this seamless by
encouraging or requiring students to access career services early in their college career.
Helping students identify their career goals and related educational pathways early may
help students persist to timely undergraduate degree completion thereby saving tuition,
fees, lost wages, and opportunity costs.
Higher education in the United States is a pathway into professional opportunity.
Concerns due to low undergraduate completion rates and high costs remain warranted.
Graduating in four years remains the best way for students to reduce the cost of
attendance while also allowing access to the opportunities they seek earlier in a college
career. Career services on college campuses aligns with and connects students to
available opportunities. Career services helps students identify the educational pathway
most appropriate to pursue these opportunities. However, all students must be
encouraged to access career services resources early and often for maximum benefit.
Career services helps to ensure students are on a pathway to success and that they have
defined success for their own lives. Increasing attainment rates for undergraduate
degrees and decreasing the time-to-degree completion is imperative to supply the talent
the United States needs to remain competitive now and in the future.
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